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Key Findings
Five years of coalition government: public reactions and 
future consequences
2010 saw the formation of Britain’s first coalition government since 1945. This summary of 
NatCen’s 32nd British Social Attitudes report takes stock of the public’s reactions to the last 
five years. How have the public responded to the Coalition’s radical programme of public 
service reform and spending cuts? Has the political upheaval associated with the rise 
of UKIP coincided with an increase in Euroscepticism? And as we enter another general 
election campaign, how is the political health of the nation?

Muted reaction to reform
In spite of cuts in public spending and radical reforms to public services during the past five years, 
changes in public opinion across a number of areas have been limited.

• The proportion favouring more taxation and more spending on health, education and social 
benefits has increased by just five percentage points, from 32% in 2010 to 37% in 2014.

• Satisfaction with the NHS remains high. At 65% it is almost identical to 2009 levels.
• Public support for the principle of university tuition fees has changed little over the last decade. 

A changing political landscape
The rise of UKIP does not appear to be a simple reflection of increased Euroscepticism among the 
British public.

• While Euroscepticism is more prevalent now than it was before the Coalition was formed, and 
while a majority want either to leave the EU (24%) or for its powers to be reduced (38%), this 
majority is no bigger now than it was before UKIP’s vote began to increase in 2012. 

• UKIP supporters are not straightforwardly ‘right wing’ – on issues of economic inequality, their 
views are more consistent with a left wing perspective.

• However, they are particularly suspicious of government, a mood that is not uncommon among 
the public as a whole: over half of us (53%) think the government does not much care “what 
people like me think”.

Pressures on the next government
Our data point to at least three major pressures with which the next government will need to deal, 
whatever its colour. 

• NHS funding: while most people accept the NHS faces a funding crisis, there is little public 
consensus about how to address it.

• The welfare bill: lack of support for more spending on welfare benefits suggests that the next 
government will remain under pressure to curb welfare spending.

• UK-EU relations: the current level of Euroscepticism among the public suggests that managing 
our relationship with the EU will continue to be challenging for any future government.
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Five years of coalition government
The 2010 general election saw the formation of the UK’s first coalition 
government since 1945. In the ensuing five years, the Conservative-
Liberal Democrat Coalition has pursued its central goal – reducing 
the budget deficit that arose in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis – 
via a programme of tax increases, public sector reform and spending 
cuts. The scale of the cuts to public spending (amounting to 9.5% of 
overall departmental spending between 2010-11 and 2015-16 (IFS, 
2015)) sparked a wave of protest groups, such as ‘UK Uncut’, which 
argue that the cuts are unnecessary and that they penalise the poor 
and vulnerable for the mistakes of bankers and governments. The 
necessity and efficacy of the Coalition’s policies on public spending 
and public service reform have been a source of controversy 
throughout the last five years.

The government has also faced increasing controversy over Britain’s 
membership of the European Union, prompted in large part by 
another major political development – the rising electoral fortunes of 
the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). From 2012 onwards, 
UKIP mounted the most substantial independent fourth-party 
challenge in post-war English politics. In what was undoubtedly, at 
least in part, an attempt to stem this rising tide of UKIP support, the 
Conservative Prime Minister, David Cameron, promised that, if the 
Conservatives secured a majority in the 2015 general election, they 
would ‘renegotiate’ Britain’s relationship with the EU with a view to 
reducing the EU’s power. In 2017, a Conservative government would 
then hold a referendum on whether or not Britain should remain 
within the EU (on these renegotiated terms). 

The principal aim of this, NatCen’s 32nd British Social Attitudes 
report, is to assess how the public has reacted to the unique political 
and economic experiences of the last five years. Have they railed 
against the cuts, or have they accepted the argument – made by 
both the Coalition and the opposition Labour Party (Miliband, 2013) – 
that reductions in public spending are necessary given the economic 
circumstances? Is the rise of UKIP and David Cameron’s promise 
to hold a referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU a reflection 
of an increased mood of Eurosceptism among the public over the 
past five years? What indeed are the views of those who are now 
supporting UKIP? At the same time, we reflect on the political health 
of the nation and look at whether or not there is any evidence that 
the Coalition’s various attempts to reengage the British public with 
politics have had any success. 

Muted reaction to reform
Perhaps the most remarkable feature of the last five years is the 
limited nature of the public’s response to what has been an extensive 
and deep programme of public spending cuts since 2010. Previous 
research has suggested that when government turns off the public 
spending tap the public reacts by showing increased support for 
more spending (Curtice, 2010; Wlezien, 1995). Moreover, analysis 
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of British Social Attitudes and other data suggests that, overall, the 
public mood has begun to move back towards the political left since 
2010 (Bartle, 2015). However, on the key issue of the appropriate 
balance between taxation and public spending on health, education 
and social benefits, the most common position remains that taxes 
and spending should stay at the same level as they are now.  Despite 
the cuts in public spending of the last five years, as many as 52% 
still take this view. There has been no more than a marginal shift in 
favour of more spending – from 32% in 2010 to 37% in 2014, still far 
below the proportion that was of that view in the late eighties and 
throughout the nineties.

The response to the Coalition’s policy programme appears equally 
muted when we look in more detail at the specific areas of welfare 
spending, the NHS and higher education, which are the subject of 
three of the papers in this year’s British Social Attitudes Report.

Welfare spending

Reform of the benefits system has been central to the Coalition’s 
programme of public service reform and spending cuts. Changes 
have included: the abolition of the spare-room subsidy (referred to 
by critics as ‘the bedroom tax’) for those living in social housing; 
the introduction of a benefit cap that means that no one can receive 
more in benefits than the average household income (after tax); 
changes to the uprating of benefits that have effectively cut the real 
value of many benefits; and the introduction of measures to limit 
migrants’ access to benefits, including limiting the time that EU 
jobseekers can claim a number of benefits to three months. 

British Social Attitudes has previously reported that public support 
for welfare spending has been in long-term decline (Clery, 2012). 
In 1989, 61% agreed that “Government should spend more money 
on welfare benefits”. By 2009, this figure was just 27%. But since 
then not only have benefits been cut, but for at least three years 
the country continued to experience the depressing effects of the 
financial crisis on economic growth – both considerations that might 
have been expected to instigate an increase in support for welfare. 
Yet in 2014 support for more spending on welfare remained just 30%. 
So while the long-term decline in support for further welfare spending 
may have stopped, it has not reversed in response to either the tough 
economic climate or tighter government policies on benefits. 

That said, some benefits are clearly more popular than others – 
pensions remain the public’s top priority for additional government 
spending, in spite of the fact that the state pension has already been 
relatively protected during the last five years (via the government’s 
‘triple lock’, which guarantees that it will rise by a minimum of 2.5%). 
However, although pensions remain a top priority, the proportion that 
think this has fallen from 78% in 2007 to 67% now. At the other end 
of the scale, just 13% mention unemployment benefits as their first or 
second priority for additional welfare spending. Although this was a 
little higher than the 7% who did so in 2007, it is clear that the public 
remains relatively unsympathetic to spending on benefits for those of 
working age, including not least the unemployed. The predominant 
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view (shared by 52% of the public) is still that benefits for the 
unemployed are “too high and discourage work”.

Meanwhile, the government’s flagship ‘benefit cap’ appears popular 
– 73% agree that “no household should receive more in benefits 
than the national average income”. Most also support time limits on 
benefits for migrant jobseekers from both within and outside the EU, 
although it is less clear whether or not they support the current three 
month limit on many benefits for EU jobseekers. 

The NHS

The health budget has been protected by the Coalition from explicit 
cuts. However, the NHS (in England at least) has undergone radical 
reform. The Health and Social Care Act 2012 instigated a new 
structure for commissioning NHS services that created a renewed 
focus on competition as a way of achieving improvements in quality 
and efficiency. 

Despite the political rows that accompanied these reforms, 
satisfaction with the NHS remains relatively high – reversing an 
initial sharp fall early in the lifetime of the Coalition (Appleby and 
Lee, 2012). As many as 65% now say they are satisfied “with the 
way in which the NHS runs nowadays”, almost identical to the 
64% that were of that view in 2009, and actually up five percentage 
points from 2013 (60%). However, a closer look at these figures 
reveals that much of the increase in satisfaction between 2013 and 
2014 occurred among Labour party supporters – a group that we 
might expect to be more critical of the consequences of the current 
government’s health policies. This suggests that the relatively high 
level of satisfaction recorded in 2014 may not necessarily be a 
straightforward vote of confidence in the performance of the NHS, 
but may also reflect a desire to express support for the NHS at a time 
when the challenges it faces, not least in respect of waiting times in 
A&E departments, have been widely documented by the media. A 
more sober assessment of the NHS emerges from the finding that the 
proportion who believe that the standard of the NHS has got better 
in the last five years has fallen from 40% in 2010 to 26% in 2014. 
Even so, the high level of satisfaction recorded in 2014 – the second 
highest level recorded since we began monitoring satisfaction back 
in 1983 – suggests that at the very least the Coalition’s reforms have 
not been met with the kind of backlash in public opinion that the 
government’s critics might have hoped for. 

Higher Education 

Higher education finance has been a politically charged issue ever 
since Labour decided to introduce tuition fees in 1998. This political 
controversy intensified again in the wake of the Coalition’s decision 
in the autumn of 2010 to increase fees from just over £3,000 to a 
maximum of £9,000. However, in spite of the heated political debate 
(and the apparent impact of the decision on the Liberal Democrats’ 
electoral support in particular), public support for the principle of 
fees has remained relatively stable during the last decade.  Around 
one in ten people in England feel that all students should pay fees, 
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while around two thirds say that some should, figures that are little 
different from those that pertained in 2010 just before the new policy 
was announced. Even in Scotland, where upfront fees were scrapped 
in 2000 and all fees were subsequently abolished in 2008, around 
three quarters believe that at least some students should in fact pay 
towards their tuition costs. Meanwhile, support for another key plank 
of the current package of student finance – requiring students to take 
out loans to cover their living costs rather than paying them a grant 
for that purpose – actually appears to have increased since 2010. 
Indeed, for the first time, the proportion who believe students should 
be expected to take out loans (46%) now significantly outweighs the 
proportion who think they should not (37%).

In short, once again radical change seems to have been met with 
a limited response. However, there is one caveat. Despite the 
Coalition’s assurances that the new regime would not dissuade 
students from less well-off backgrounds from attending university 
(assurances that have some basis in the statistics on entry into higher 
education) no fewer than 57% believe that a young person from a 
well-off background would be more likely than someone from a less 
well-off background to take up an offer of a university place. Here, 
at least, is one battle in the court of public opinion that the Coalition 
seems not to have won.

A changing political landscape
The relatively muted reaction to key elements of the Coalition’s 
programme of reform might be thought to have been accompanied 
by a relatively quiet political mood (at least in England – following 
the intense public debate and an 85% turnout in the independence 
referendum of 2014, few would characterise the political mood in 
Scotland as quiet). Yet the rise of UKIP since 2012 has meant that 
nothing has been further from the truth. UKIP’s original raison d’être, 
of course, was to campaign for Britain’s exit from the European 
Union. We might expect that their rise in popularity would have 
coincided with an increased level of Euroscepticism among the 
British public.

Most people in Britain can, indeed, be characterised as ‘Eurosceptic’ 
in that they either want Britain to leave the EU (24%) or else to see 
the powers of the EU reduced (38%). However, Euroscepticism 
has been widespread since the late 1990s and while it appears 
to have increased further during the early life of the Coalition it 
has, if anything, declined slightly since 2012. Meanwhile, some 
aspects of the EU appear relatively popular – 69% feel it is “very” or 
“quite important” that people in Britain are free to get jobs in other 
European countries, for example. The rise of UKIP reflects a long-
standing mood on Europe rather than the development of a new one.

Moreover, in spite of the party’s apparent ability to attract votes from 
those who voted Conservative at the 2010 general election, UKIP’s 
support base cannot simply be characterised as ‘right wing’. It is 
true that UKIP supporters are both Eurosceptic and generally tough 
in their attitudes to immigrants. They are also relatively more socially 
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conservative in their attitudes to crime and punishment as well as 
relationships – although those UKIP supporters who agree that same 
sex couples should have the right to marry (48%) now outnumber 
those who disagree (31%). But at the same time, UKIP supporters 
express a level of concern about the degree of economic inequality 
in British society that puts them on the left on that issue. However, 
they are less convinced by the traditional left-wing response to such 
inequality – involving the government in redistributing wealth. Indeed, 
they are far more sceptical than the general public about government 
in general – they are less likely to trust government or Parliament, 
and more likely to feel that people like them “don’t have any say 
about what the government does”. Thus UKIP appears to have been 
successful in bringing together a group of voters who are not only 
anti-Europe and socially conservative in outlook (including not least 
in their attitudes to immigration), but who are also concerned about 
economic inequality and at the same time are deeply suspicious of 
government.

In fact, a level of scepticism about government and politicians is 
relatively widespread among the public as a whole too. As a result, 
this is another area where the public mood seems to have changed 
little in the last five years, despite the hope expressed by the Deputy 
Prime Minister shortly after the 2010 election that the Coalition would 
persuade people to put their “faith in politics once again” (Clegg, 
2010). Trust in British governments of whatever party “to place the 
needs of the nation above the interests of their own political party” 
remains low. In 2013 just 17% said that they trusted governments 
“just about always” or “most of the time” – little different from the 
figures for most (non-election) years since the turn of the century. 
Equally, 53% agree that “I don’t think the government cares much 
what people like me think”, a proportion that has changed little from 
a decade ago. Meanwhile, one undoubted casualty of the last five 
years is public support for the idea of having a coalition government. 
Just 29% now say that they prefer coalition to single-party 
government, well down on the 45% that were of that view in 2007, 
before the 2010-15 Coalition was formed.

Mind you, that does not mean that the level of public interest in 
politics has declined – 32% express “quite a lot” or “a great deal 
of interest” in politics, little different from the 29% who expressed 
that view as long ago as 1986. Many also continue to follow political 
news (with the internet yet to replace newspapers or television as the 
main source of such news). But the public is sceptical that politicians 
would take any notice if they turned this interest into action: only 
16% believe that, if they made an effort to do something about an 
unjust law, parliament would give serious attention to their demands. 
As long they remain distrustful and disbelieving that politicians will 
act on their concerns, most people are perhaps more likely to remain 
a political ‘spectator’ than get involved in some more active way.
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Pressures on the next government
Our data not only give us an indication of how the public has 
(and has not) reacted to the five years of the Conservative/Liberal 
Democrat Coalition, they also contain potential lessons for the next 
administration, irrespective of its partisan colour. This administration, 
after all, will have to deal with the legacy the last five years have 
left. We can identify at least three important pressures for the next 
government so far as public opinion is concerned.

The future of the NHS

The first involves the NHS, a service that is likely to face increasing 
cost pressures as a result of an ageing population as well as the 
tendency for the cost of new drugs and other medical interventions 
to outstrip general inflation. Although the public may be relatively 
satisfied with the service as it currently stands, people also appear to 
accept that it is short of money.  Nearly three-quarters believe it faces 
either a “major” or a “severe”’ funding problem. Only around a half 
(48%) believe the NHS “will still be paid for by taxes” and be “free to 
all” in ten years’ time. However, there is no consensus about how the 
issue should be resolved. Many seem to hope that it can be tackled 
by making the NHS more efficient rather than by pumping more 
money into it. 

Given a set of options as to how the service might be cut back 
if its budget proves inadequate in future, nearly half (48%) say 
that it should “stop providing treatments that are poor value for 
money”, though whether our respondents could ever agree on 
what constituted “poor value for money” is perhaps a moot point. 
When presented with a set of options on how more money might be 
raised to spend on the NHS, over a quarter (27%) rejected all of the 
possibilities that were offered and said that the service “needs to live 
within its budget”. 

Meanwhile, only a minority in each case expressed support for any 
of the possible ways of increasing the NHS’s budget. The most 
popular idea, backed by around a quarter (24%) was for a tax whose 
proceeds were dedicated to the NHS, rather more than the 17% who 
preferred to pay more tax through the existing system. Still, both 
options are at least more popular than introducing charges for visits 
to a GP or to A&E (14%), or charging people for the cost of their 
food and laundry while they are a hospital inpatient (12%). These 
possibilities still look as though they are lines that would pose severe 
political risk to any government that attempted to cross them. 

So also, for the moment at least, would be the idea of restricting 
the NHS to those on lower incomes, thereby requiring most people 
to take out medical insurance to pay for their care. Although the 
level of support for going down this path is higher now than it has 
been at any previous stage during the last twenty years, at 32% this 
figure still represents only a third of the population. Conservative 
supporters are no keener on the idea than those who back Labour, 
not least perhaps because those who are most likely to be affected 
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– those on higher incomes – are less likely to back the idea. An NHS 
that is free at the point of use for all is a principle for which support 
is to be found across the political spectrum – though that does not 
necessarily mean that it is a principle that it will be easy for the next 
government to keep on delivering.

Keeping the welfare bill down

One topic on which Conservative and Labour supporters are not 
entirely in agreement, and certainly are rather less so now than 
they were five years ago, is welfare. On the question of whether the 
government should spend more on welfare benefits in general, or 
on the unemployed in particular, the difference between the views 
of Labour and Conservative supporters has widened. Even so, 
that does not necessarily mean that a Labour led administration 
is going to find itself under pressure to reverse the broad thrust of 
the Coalition’s attempts to reduce spending on welfare for those 
of working age. For not even Labour supporters are particularly 
sympathetic to the plight of the unemployed or to calls for more 
welfare spending. Around a half (50%) agree that “around here, 
most unemployed people could find a job if they wanted to”, while 
rather less than half (44%) agree that “the government should spend 
more on welfare benefits for the poor”. Over two-thirds of Labour 
supporters back the ‘benefit cap’, under which benefit claimants 
cannot receive more than the average household income. At the 
same time, Labour supporters largely share in the consensus that 
the priorities for more spending are retirement pensions (61%) and 
benefits for people with disabilities (62%) rather than benefits for 
single parents (20%) or the unemployed (16%). 

Maybe the rhetoric of a Labour-led administration on welfare would 
be different from that of a Conservative-led one, but it seems 
unlikely that it would have much scope for radically changing the 
substantive direction of policy without risking an adverse public 
reaction. ‘Curbing the welfare’ bill is likely to remain a preoccupation 
of whatever government next faces the task of improving the health 
of the public finances.  Perhaps the real difficulty that will face the 
next administration is whether it will still be able to meet the public’s 
expectations in respect of pensions, the one area where welfare still 
seems to be relatively popular (albeit less popular than perhaps it 
once was).

Managing our relationship with Europe

One topic on which the parties themselves have rather different 
views is in respect of the approach that we should adopt towards 
Europe. As we noted earlier, UKIP want a referendum on Britain’s 
membership to be held as soon as possible, while the Conservatives 
want to hold one in 2017 after having renegotiated Britain’s terms 
of membership. In contrast, both Labour and the Liberal Democrats 
only favour a referendum in the event of Britain being asked to sign 
up to significant further transfers of powers to the European Union. 

Yet it seems that whatever the outcome of the election and its 
aftermath, the government will be under pressure to adopt a ‘tough’ 
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approach to Britain’s relationship with the EU and to be seen to be 
defending Britain’s interests within the institution. Although only 
a minority may be committed to the idea of leaving the EU, most 
voters would like the EU to have fewer powers. Given that this mood 
has been in evidence among at least half the public since the late 
1990s, it seems unlikely to be reversed any time soon, not least 
thanks to public concern about the level of immigration that has been 
facilitated by the EU’s freedom of movement provisions. The next 
administration would seem destined to keep Britain in the ‘slow lane’ 
in Europe, assuming that it stays in Europe at all.

Conclusions
The formation of the Coalition represented a radical departure from 
the post-war norms of British politics. Yet apart from seemingly 
casting doubt on the value of coalition as a form of government, the 
last five years during which the Coalition has been responsible for 
running Britain have had relatively little impact on public opinion. The 
Britain of 2010 was doubtful about increasing public expenditure, 
tough on welfare, accepting of the principle of tuition fees, sceptical 
about Europe and distrustful of politics and politicians. Britain today 
looks much the same. But far from suggesting that the last five years 
have left little imprint, this stability suggests that what five years ago 
might still have been regarded as exceptional trends are in fact now 
part of the fabric of British public opinion. As such, they are trends of 
which the next government will have to take due notice. 
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Table and figure conventions
1. Data in the tables are from the 2014 British Social Attitudes 

survey unless otherwise indicated. 
2. Tables are percentaged as indicated by the percentage signs.
3. In tables, ‘*’ indicates less than 0.5 % but greater than zero, and 

‘–’ indicates zero.
4. When findings based on the responses of fewer than 100 

respondents are reported in the text, reference is made to the 
small base size. These findings are excluded from line charts, but 
included in tables. 

5. Percentages equal to or greater than 0.5 have been rounded up 
(e.g. 0.5 % = 1 %; 36.5 % = 37 %).

6. In many tables the proportions of respondents answering “Don’t 
know” or not giving an answer are not shown. This, together with 
the effects of rounding and weighting, means that percentages 
will not always add up to 100 %.

7. The self-completion questionnaire was not completed by all 
respondents to the main questionnaire (see Technical details). 
Percentage responses to the self-completion questionnaire are 
based on all those who completed it.

8. The unweighted bases shown in the tables (the number of 
respondents who answered the question) are printed in small 
italics. 

9. In time series line charts, survey readings are indicated by data 
markers. While the line between data markers indicates an overall 
pattern, where there is no data marker the position of the line 
cannot be taken as an accurate reading for that year.
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A Revolt on The Right? 
The social and political attitudes of UKIP supporters 
The last five years of coalition government has been marked by an unprecedented rise in 
support for the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). This paper looks at the extent 
to which the views of UKIP supporters are distinctive from those of the rest of the public, 
looking not only at those issues such as Europe and immigration on which the party has 
focused, but also those such as inequality about which it has said rather less. 

Conservative on social issues
UKIP supporters are relatively conservative on many social issues.

• Three-quarters (75%) back the death penalty, whereas only around half (48%) the general 
population now do so.

• Twice as many UKIP supporters agree (46%) as disagree (23%) that people who want to have 
children should get married.

Distrustful of government
UKIP supporters are deeply distrustful of government though they follow politics at least as much 
as anyone else.

• 70% of UKIP supporters believe they do not have any say in what the government does, well 
above the 44% figure among the public as a whole.

• Over half (57%) say they talk about politics ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’, slightly more than the 50% 
of the general public that do so.

Concerned about inequality
UKIP supporters are just as likely to be concerned about inequality as Labour supporters – but 
are not sure they want government to do anything about it.

• Around three-quarters (76%) of UKIP supporters feel that ordinary people do not get their fair 
share of the nation’s wealth – much the same as the 72% of Labour supporters that do so.

• However, only 40% of UKIP supporters believe that the government should redistribute 
income to the less well-off, rather less than the 52% of Labour supporters that do so. 
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Introduction 
One of the most remarkable developments during the lifetime of the 
2010-15 Parliament has been the emergence of the United Kingdom 
Independence Party (UKIP) as a significant political force. The party 
had performed creditably in the 2004 and 2009 European elections, 
winning between 16% and 17% of the vote on both occasions, but it 
had never succeeded in securing the election of more than a handful 
of local councillors and in a general election had never managed to 
win more than 3% of the vote (which it achieved in 2010). However, 
its fortunes began to rise during the course of 2012, and by the time 
local elections were held in England in May 2013 it was able to win a 
significant number of seats. Twelve months later it not only repeated 
that feat but also topped the poll in the 2014 European elections, 
with 29% of the vote. Subsequently, it persuaded two Conservative 
MPs to defect to the party and successfully defend their seats in 
parliamentary by-elections. Between them these successes have 
meant that, in England at least, the party has been posing the most 
significant independent fourth-party challenge in post-war British 
politics.

Our aim in this paper is not to try and provide an explanation of why 
UKIP has been so successful (on which see Ford and Goodwin, 
2013). Rather, it is to paint a picture of the social and political 
attitudes of UKIP supporters, and in particular to identify the ways 
in which those attitudes are distinctive.  While such an exercise may 
be thought to help us understand what has attracted voters to the 
party, our more immediate purpose is to help us understand the 
kind of Britain UKIP supporters would like to see – and for which the 
party can thus be expected to press during the general election and 
beyond.

At first glance, the task of characterising UKIP’s support should be an 
easy one. The party’s raison d’être is, of course, to hold a referendum 
on Britain’s membership of the European Union (EU) with a view to 
persuading voters that they should vote to leave. The party has linked 
this with a concern about immigration, following on from the high 
levels of inward migration that Britain experienced in the first decade 
of the 21st century (Vargas-Silva, 2014), thanks not least to the 
‘freedom of movement’ provisions of the EU.  So we would anticipate 
that the party’s supporters will be strongly anti-European, and anti-
immigration. Meanwhile, hostility to immigration might also, perhaps, 
be indicative of a wider reluctance to accept social change and the 
position of minorities, and thus be accompanied by a broader social 
conservatism about such issues as gay marriage, multiculturalism 
and the role of women in society (Henningham, 1995; Rojas, 2013). 

But where do the party’s supporters stand on other issues?  One 
of the preoccupations of British politics in recent years has been a 
concern that voters are becoming increasingly disenchanted about 
the country’s political process (Curtice, 2011; Hansard Society, 
2014). Voters are apparently less willing to trust their political 
representatives, less likely to think that the political system is willing 
and able to respond to their wishes and needs, and consequently 
feel less motivation and duty to go the polls. Indeed, it is a topic 
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that British Social Attitudes itself has addressed regularly in recent 
reports (Lee and Young, 2013). In the light of this, we might wonder 
whether, given that it is a party that lies outside of the ‘Westminster 
establishment’ (and presents itself as such), UKIP has managed to 
attract some of Britain’s more disenchanted and disconnected voters 
(Norris, 2005; Ford and Goodwin, 2013).

However, even if we examine where UKIP supporters stand on this 
issue, we would still not know what their views are on what are 
often regarded as the central issues of British politics, taxation and 
spending. Do they think the government should spend more or tax 
less? Do they feel it should be trying to reduce economic inequality 
or not? How much help do they believe government should give 
to those who are out of work or unable to work? In short, are UKIP 
supporters in favour of lower taxation, tolerant of economic inequality 
and reluctant to see more spent on welfare - and thus can safely be 
characterised as being on the ‘right’ (Ford and Goodwin, 2013)? Or 
do they in fact want more spent on public services and on welfare 
and would like Britain to be a more economically equal society, 
sentiments that are more commonly regarded as synonymous with 
being on the left? This paper looks to see on which side of the fence 
most UKIP supporters are to be found on these issues that for the 
most part have not been among those that the party itself has been 
emphasising (Evans, 2014).

Identifying UKIP supporters
British Social Attitudes does not attempt to identify for which party its 
respondents are currently inclined to vote. Instead it asks a sequence 
of questions that are intended to capture the party with which they 
‘identify’, that is to which they feel they  ‘belong’ over the longer 
term. Respondents are first of all asked:

Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a supporter of 
any one political party?

If respondents say they do not think of themselves as a party 
supporter they are then asked:

Do you think of yourself as a little closer to one political party 
than to the others?

Those who say, ‘Yes’, in response to either of these questions are 
then asked which party they support or to which they feel closer.  
Only if respondents say that they neither support nor feel closer to a 
party are they asked the more straightforward question:

If there were a general election tomorrow, which political 
party do you think you would be most likely to support?

Although intended primarily to be a measure of voters’ longer-term 
partisan orientations, the answers that respondents give to this 
sequence of questions is not wholly immune to short-term changes in 
the popularity of the parties. This has certainly proven to be the case 
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so far as UKIP is concerned. Shortly after the 2010 general election 
only 1% emerged from this line of questioning as UKIP supporters, 
a figure that was unchanged twelve months later. Even in 2012 the 
proportion was still no more than 2%. But in 2013 it rose to 5% and 
in our most recent survey it stands at 8%. It is, indeed, thanks to this 
increase that we are able to paint a picture of the attitudes of UKIP 
supporters for the first time. All in all our 2014 survey identified 268 
such respondents, nearly two-thirds of whom (62%) either declared 
themselves to be a UKIP supporter or said that they felt closer to that 
party than to others. 

Social profile
UKIP supporters have quite a distinctive social profile. As Table 1 
shows, UKIP support is more than twice as high among those aged 
55 and over (12%) as it is among those who are less than 35 (5%).  
Equally, the party’s support is twice as high among those in more 
working class occupations (11%) than it is among those in (typically) 
salaried managerial and professional positions (5%). There is also 
relative enthusiasm for UKIP among small employers and the self-
employed (11%).  The group among whom UKIP is least popular 
is graduates, only 3% of whom say that they support the party. In 
contrast support is around three times as high (11-12%) among 
those whose highest educational qualification is an O level or its 
equivalent.

 UKIP supporters have 
quite a distinctive social 
profile. 

 
Table 1. Social profile of UKIP support, 2014

% UKIP Unweighted base
 

Age

Less than 34 5 542

35-54 8 1020

55 or over 12 1308
 

Social class

Managerial & Professional 5 1040

Intermediate 9 381

Small employers 11 304

Supervisory 10 234

Routine & Semi-Routine 11 810

 

Educational Attainment

Degree 3 601

Higher education below degree 10 354

A Level 7 445

O Level/GCSE 1-3 12 543

CSE/GCSE 4-6 12 235

None 11 636
 

All 8 2878
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Such a profile is certainly consistent with our suggestion that UKIP 
supporters will emerge as relatively socially conservative, as a more 
socially conservative outlook is generally more common among 
older people (Park and Rhead, 2013). However, the fact that the 
party’s support is higher among those in working class occupations 
and among those with fewer educational qualifications is the very 
opposite of what we would we anticipate if UKIP supporters are 
indeed on the right on social and economic issues, since such 
views are typically more common among those in more middle class 
occupations.

There are at least three other ways in which the social profile of 
UKIP support is distinctive.1 First, those who consider themselves 
to be English are nearly twice as likely as those who say that they 
are British to be supporters of the party (12% vs. 7%).2 Those who 
regard themselves as primarily English rather than British have long 
been known to be more socially conservative and anti-European in 
their views (Curtice and Seyd, 2001). Given the association between 
these views and UKIP, this pattern is thus one that we might well 
anticipate. Second, hardly anyone who regards themselves as 
black or Asian supports the party – less than half a per cent do so, 
compared with 10% of those who say they are white. Consequently, 
no less than 98% of UKIP supporters declare themselves to be 
‘white’. Third, as Table 2 shows, support for the party is twice as high 
among those who say that they are ‘really struggling’ on their current 
income (12%) than it is among those who say that they are ‘really 
comfortable’ (6%). If UKIP is indeed a party fuelled by protest, the 
source of its supporters’ discontent may in some cases be economic 
as well as social.

So having ascertained what kinds of people are and are not more 
likely to have been attracted to the party, we now turn to our principal 
task – that is, to examine the attitudes of UKIP supporters and to 
assess how distinctive they are. We begin by looking at the issues 
that have been most prominent in the party’s campaigning, Europe 
and immigration. Next, we examine whether their views about 
immigration are part of a broader social conservatism. We then turn 
our attention to their views about politics and the political system 
before exploring some of those issues about which the party tends 

 
Table 2. UKIP support by feeling about household income

% UKIP Unweighted base
 

Income means respondent is  ...

Really comfortable 6  303

Quite comfortable 8 1113

Neither 8 890

Struggling 10 461

Really struggling 12 105

 

1. Contrary to what we might expect from previous research on the social profile of UKIP support 
(Ford and Goodwin, 2013: 154-5), our survey does not reveal any significant difference between the 
propensity of men (9%) and women (8%) to declare themselves UKIP identifiers.
2. Based on ‘forced choice’ national identity, when people are asked to choose the national identity 
with which they identify most.NatCen Social Research
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to talk less, such as the role of the state and the level of inequality 
in British society. Our principal measure of ‘distinctiveness’ is how 
different the views of UKIP supporters are from voters as a whole, 
although on occasion it will also be illuminating to compare their 
views with those of the supporters of one or more of the other 
parties.

The party’s core issues: Europe and 
immigration
As explained in our paper on attitudes to Europe, in our most recent 
survey we asked our respondents two questions about their attitudes 
towards the European Union (EU) – whether they would vote to 
leave or stay in the EU and which of a set of five possible future 
relationships between Britain and the EU they would most prefer 
be put in place. As we would expect, those who support UKIP are 
markedly more likely to adopt an anti-European stance. Faced with 
the simple choice of remaining in or withdrawing from the EU, no less 
than 81% say they would prefer to withdraw, well above the 35% 
figure for the population as a whole. It is true that when faced with 
the possibility of staying in the EU but reducing its powers, 27% of 
UKIP supporters indicate that they would back that option. However, 
as many as 65% say their first preference is to leave the institution, 
compared with just 24% of the general population.

So far as attitudes to immigration are concerned, we do not have a 
direct measure in our most recent survey. We do have two questions 
that address one particular aspect of the immigration debate. These 
asked people for how long, if at all, they feel that migrants who are 
looking for work when they arrive in the UK should be able to claim 
welfare benefit on the same terms as a British citizen (also discussed 
in our paper3 on attitudes to welfare in this collection). Over two-
thirds (69%) of UKIP supporters feel that such migrants from outside 
the EU should not be able to access welfare benefits at all.  This is 
markedly higher than among the population as a whole, only 40% of 
whom say non-EU migrants should not be able to claim out of work 
benefits.  Equally, UKIP supporters are markedly more likely than the 
public as a whole to feel that EU migrants who are looking for work 
should not be able to access welfare benefits at all (51%, compared 
with 29% of the population as a whole). 

However, our 2013 survey (which contains 181 UKIP identifiers) 
did ask a broader set of questions about immigration. In particular, 
respondents were asked to use a scale from 0 to 10 to say whether 
they felt immigration ‘undermined’ (0) or ‘enriched’ Britain’s cultural 
life. A similar scale was used to ascertain whether people believed 
that immigration was ‘extremely bad’ (0) or ‘extremely good’ (10) for 
Britain’s economy. As many as 73% of UKIP supporters in that year’s 
survey gave themselves a score of between 0 and 4 on the first scale, 
while 75% did so on the second. The equivalent figures amongst the 
public as a whole were 45% and 47% respectively. In short, there is 
little doubt that UKIP supporters hold rather tough views so far as 
immigration is concerned (see also Ford and Goodwin, 2014).

 69% of UKIP 
supporters feel that 
jobseekers from outside 
the EU should not be able 
to access benefits. 

3. http://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/NatCen Social Research
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Social conservatism
So far, so much as expected. We did not anticipate anything other 
than that UKIP supporters would be largely anti-EU and tough in their 
attitudes towards migrants. In fact, we might even be surprised that 
as many as 17% of them say that they would like Britain to remain 
part of the EU. That there is a section of its support that seemingly 
disagrees with a core element of the party’s raison d’être suggests 
that there may well be other considerations and attitudes that 
persuade some people to support UKIP.

But how far are the attitudes that UKIP supporters adopt towards 
migrants part of a wider social conservatism that is reluctant to 
embrace social change and is unsympathetic to the position of 
minority groups? For instance, when the coalition government 
was pursuing legislation to allow same sex couples to marry, it 
was often argued that opposition to the proposal was one of the 
reasons why some former Conservative supporters were switching 
to UKIP - which at that stage expressed opposition to the idea 
(see, for example, Holden, 2013). However, subsequently the party 
has indicated that it would not seek to reverse the legislation.  Our 
evidence suggests that in no longer opposing the change, UKIP may 
in fact be rather closer to the current views of its supporters than we 
might have anticipated.

It is true that UKIP supporters (48%) are less likely than the 
population as a whole (60%) to agree that ‘gay men and lesbians 
should be allowed to get married if they want to’. Nevertheless, 
the 48% of UKIP supporters who do agree with allowing same sex 
marriage easily outnumber the 31% who are opposed. Moreover, 
despite the claim that Conservative supporters had defected to UKIP 
over the issue, the balance of opinion among UKIP supporters is now 
not very different from that among Tory supporters, 49% of whom 
support same sex marriage while 29% are opposed. Whatever may 
have been true at the time that the legislation was being passed, 
those who support UKIP no longer seem to be particularly or 
uniquely opposed to same sex marriage.

Opponents of same sex marriage often proclaimed their belief in 
the importance of marriage as an institution for procreation and 
for bringing up children, an importance that they feared same sex 
marriage would dilute. Yet UKIP supporters also emerge as no 
more likely than Conservative identifiers to express a belief in the 
importance of marriage as an environment for nurturing children. 
While twice as many UKIP supporters agree (46%) as disagree (23%) 
that ‘people who want to have children ought to get married’, this 
balance of opinion is much the same as that among Conservatives, 
52% of whom agree and 23% disagree. Both groups are, however, 
more insistent on the desirability for marriage before children than 
is the general population, amongst whom the proportion who agree 
(37%) is almost matched by the proportion who disagree (35%). 
UKIP supporters are thus relatively more likely than the population as 
a whole to emphasise the importance of marriage, but in so doing are 
again not necessarily unique in their views. 

 Twice as many UKIP 
supporters agree (46%) 
as disagree (23%) that 
‘people who want to have 
children ought to get 
married. 
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But if the social conservatism of UKIP supporters is perhaps more 
muted than we might have anticipated so far as the institution of 
marriage is concerned, it is rather more apparent when it comes to a 
set of items that British Social Attitudes asks its respondents every 
year, and which are intended to ascertain the relative importance that 
respondents place on social order as opposed to individual freedom.

Table 3 shows the proportion of UKIP supporters who agree with 
the five statements in question, together with the proportion of all 
respondents that do so. Most distinctive of all are the views of UKIP 
supporters on the death penalty. Three quarters (75%) agree that ‘for 
some crimes, the death penalty is the most appropriate sentence’, 
a view with which nowadays only around half (48%) of the general 
population agrees. 

This strong propensity to back a return to capital punishment, a 
policy stance that would contravene the human rights obligations 
the EU expects its members to fulfil, is allied with a wish among 
nearly nine in ten (89%) UKIP supporters to see ‘stiffer sentences’ 
passed on criminals in general - though given that nearly three-
quarters (73%) of the public in general uphold that position too, UKIP 
supporters are not quite so distinctive in their views on the more 
general issue of sentencing policy as they are on the death penalty.

Meanwhile, a hallmark of a socially conservative outlook is often 
a feeling that ‘traditional’ values, whatever they may be, are not 
being upheld. That perspective is certainly in evidence among UKIP 
supporters. No less than 87% believe that ‘young people today don’t 
have enough respect for traditional British values’, well above the 
figure of two-thirds (66%) that pertains among the population as a 
whole.

However, the views of UKIP supporters are not particularly distinctive 
on all of the items in Table 3. Those who back the party are only 
six points more likely to agree that ‘schools should teach children 
to obey authority’, while when it comes to whether ‘the law should 
always be obeyed, even if a particular law is wrong’ the proportion 
of UKIP supporters that agree is no higher than among the public 
as a whole (40%). While UKIP supporters are keen for criminals to 
be punished more severely by the state, including the possibility 

 
Table 3. Support for authoritarian attitudes, UKIP supporters and all respondents 

UKIP 
supporters All

 

% who agree that …

People who break the law should be given stiffer sentences 89 73

Young people today don’t have enough respect for traditional British values 87 66

Schools should teach children to obey authority 85 79

For some crimes, the death penalty is the most appropriate sentence 75 48

The law should always be obeyed, even if a particular law is wrong 40 40
 

Unweighted base 230 2376
 

 75% of UKIP 
supporters agree with the 
death penalty for some 
crimes. 
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of invoking the death penalty, it appears that this is not allied with 
a particularly high regard for authority or the law. This perhaps 
suggests a certain suspicion among UKIP supporters about giving 
power to politicians and the government, so it is to attitudes towards 
the political system that we now turn.

Distrustful and disconnected?
We noted at the beginning of this paper that it is often suggested that 
one of the reasons for UKIP’s popularity is that it has proven capable 
of appealing to views that, it is claimed, many people in Britain 
hold – that politicians are self-serving individuals who should not be 
trusted and that those in government are too remote from the needs 
and aspirations of ordinary voters.4 Certainly, disenchantment with 
the existing political system has been found to be a hallmark of the 
supporters of many a ‘radical right’ political party elsewhere (Norris, 
2005). So how far is such a perspective in evidence among UKIP 
supporters in Britain?

*The first two questions were asked to two-thirds of the sample and the second two were asked to 
two-thirds of those completing the self-completion section

There is little doubt that UKIP supporters tend to be less trusting of 
politicians and public sector institutions. As Table 4 shows, UKIP 
supporters are only half as likely as the public as a whole to say they 
tend to trust the UK government (20% vs. 40%), while they are also 
markedly less likely to trust the UK Parliament (26% vs. 42%).5 In 
part, their views reflect the fact that their party is not in government. 
Even so, they are much less trusting in either institution than either 
supporters of the opposition Labour party or indeed those who do 
not support any party at all, both of whom are less trusting than 
those who identify with the current principal party of government, 
the Conservatives.6 To this mood is allied a tendency to disbelieve 

4. For a more general discussion of trends in public engagement and connection with politics, see 
Phillips and Simpson’s paper in this collection. http://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/
5. Respondents were invited to respond with one of four answers to say how much they trusted 
the UK Parliament: trust a great deal; tend to trust it; tend to distrust it; distrust it greatly. The same 
question was asked of ‘the Government’. 
6. Only 37% of Labour identifiers trust a great deal or tend to trust the government, while 42% trust 
Parliament. Amongst those who do not identify with any party the equivalent figures are 35% and 
36% respectively. Amongst Conservative identifiers, in contrast, they are 54% and 53%. 

 
Table 4. Political trust and efficacy, UKIP supporters and all respondents 

UKIP 
supporters

Unweighted 
base All

Unweighted 
base*

 

% trust a great deal/tend to trust

    UK Parliament 26 183 42 1907

    The Government 20 183 40 1907

 

% agree
    People like me don’t have any say about 

what the government does 70 145 44 1580
   I don’t think the government cares much 

what people like me think 79 145 53 1580
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7. Respondents to the self-completion questionnaire were presented with a list of institutions and 
asked, ‘From what you know or have heard about each one, can you say whether, on the whole, 
you think it is well run or not well run’. Possible responses were: very well run; well run; not very well 
run; not at all well run.

that public sector institutions such as the BBC, the NHS and even 
the police are well run. Only 33% of UKIP supporters believe that the 
NHS is well run, 38% the BBC and 42% the police, well below the 
figures of 48%, 50% and 59% among the public as a whole.7

Of course we might wonder whether UKIP supporters are simply 
distrusting of and sceptical about any kind of institution. This, 
however, is not the case. While low (15%), the proportion who tend 
to trust the media is not significantly lower than it is among the 
public as a whole (16%). Similarly, the proportion who trust banks 
(51%) is much the same as it among the population as a whole 
(53%).  In short, UKIP supporters appear to be particularly critical of 
the government and the public sector rather than of institutions in 
general.

Meanwhile Table 4 also shows that UKIP supporters are less inclined 
than voters in general to think that the political system is willing and 
able to respond to their needs and aspirations. As many as 79% 
agree that the government does not ‘care much what people like 
me think’, compared with only just over half (53%) of the population 
in general. At the same time, UKIP supporters are much more 
likely to agree that ‘people like me don’t have any say about what 
the government does’. UKIP supporters are not just distrustful of 
government but feel largely disconnected from it.

Indeed the apparent disenchantment that UKIP supporters feel about 
the way that Britain is governed really becomes evident when they 
are asked to give the way that democracy works in the UK a mark 
out of ten. On average UKIP supporters give it a score of just over 
five (5.3), well below not only the score given by the population as 
a whole (6.3) but even that given by those who do not support any 
political party (5.8) (who by the standard of those who back any of 
the three main parties at Westminster are a relatively sceptical lot). In 
short, UKIP supporters appear to be well and truly ‘fed up’ with the 
way their country is being run.

Yet this does not mean that they feel unable and unwilling to get 
involved in politics. If anything, the opposite is the case. Nearly two 
in three (65%) reckon that they have a ‘pretty good understanding 
of the important political issues facing Britain’, compared with 55% 
of the public as a whole. Meanwhile as Table 5 shows, they are just 
as likely as anyone else to say they have an interest in politics and 
are at least as likely to follow politics in the media and to talk about it 
with friends. For example, as many as 36% say that they watch the 
TV news every day, if anything a little above the 29% figure for the 
public as a whole. Similarly 32% say that they ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ 
try to persuade others of their point of view when they have a strong 
opinion, very similar to the 30% of the general population that claim 
to do so.

 UKIP supporters are 
not just distrustful of 
government but feel 
largely disconnected  
from it. 

 65% of UKIP 
supporters reckon they 
have a ‘pretty good 
understanding of the 
important political issues 
facing Britain’. 
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Table 5. Reported levels of political activity, UKIP supporters and all respondents 

UKIP 
supporters All

 

% very/fairly interested in politics 57 55

 

% often/sometimes:

   Talk about politics with friends, family or fellow workers 57 50

   Try to persuade others of your views* 32 30
 

% Do at least once a day

   Use media to get political news 75 65

   Watch political news on television 36 29

   Read political content of a newspaper 21 21

   Listen to political news on radio 21 18

   Use internet to get political news 17 20
 

Unweighted base 145 1580
 

* The precise wording was ‘When you hold a strong opinion about politics, how often do you try to 
persuade your friends, relatives or fellow workers to share your views?’

So, distrustful though they may be, UKIP supporters are not 
politically disengaged. Far from being people who are inclined to 
withdraw from the political process, UKIP supporters emerge as 
people with strong views that incline them to be critical of the way 
they are being governed, but who nevertheless are just as likely 
to talk about and follow politics as anyone else. But does their 
dissatisfaction extend to the levels of inequality in society? It is to 
that topic that we finally turn.

Left or right? Attitudes to economic 
inequality
In Table 6 we show how UKIP supporters respond when they are 
presented with a series of statements about how much economic 
inequality there is in British society and whether the government 
should attempt to reduce it. This series has been included in every 
British Social Attitudes survey since 1986 and, as Table 6 itself 
illustrates using our most recent survey, has consistently shown that 
Labour supporters are more likely than Conservative ones to agree 
that there is too much inequality, and to support the notion that the 
government should try to reduce it. What we now discover, however, 
is that UKIP supporters appear particularly concerned about 
inequality too.
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Claims such as ‘there is one law for the rich and one for the poor’ 
and ‘ordinary people do not get their fair share of the nation’s wealth’ 
evidently resonate quite strongly with UKIP supporters. In both 
cases, around three-quarters (76%) of them say they agree with the 
statement, compared with only around three in five of the public as 
a whole. UKIP supporters are also more suspicious of the way that 
managers deal with their employees, and rather more inclined than 
voters in general to feel that big business favours owners at the 
expense of those who work for it. 

In fact, UKIP supporters are at least as likely to express each of these 
views as Labour supporters. For example, 71% of Labour supporters 
and 76% of UKIP supporters agree that ‘there is one law for the rich 
and one for the poor’, while 72% of Labour supporters and 76% of 
UKIP supporters feel that ‘ordinary people do not get their fair share 
of the nation’s wealth’. It seems that on this central issue of political 
debate in Britain, UKIP supporters are far from being on the right.

However, there is in Table 6 one exception to the pattern of UKIP 
supporters having views that distinguish them from the public as 
a whole – they are no more likely than anyone else to feel that the 
government should attempt to redistribute income to the less well-
off. Only two in five (40%) of UKIP supporters believe that it should, 
much the same as in the population as a whole (39%).  While that 
still puts them on balance to the left of Conservative supporters, only 
22% of whom support such redistribution, it means that they are not 
so keen on the idea as Labour supporters, among whom support 
stands at 52%.

So while many a UKIP supporter is apparently concerned about 
the level of economic inequality in Britain, this does not necessarily 
mean that they want the government to do something directly about 
it (by redistributing wealth). Perhaps their suspicion of government – 
shown in the previous section - means that some UKIP supporters 
at least draw back from regarding it as the institution that should be 

 
Table 6. Attitudes to inequality by party identification 

UKIP 
supporters

Conservative  
supporters

Labour 
supporters All

 

% agree

  There is one law for the rich and one for 
the poor 76 39 71 59

  Ordinary people do not get their fair 
share of the nation’s wealth 76 41 72 60

   Management will always try to get the 
better of employees if it gets the chance 72 41 60 53

   Big business benefits owners at the 
expense of workers 62 39 63 53

    Government should redistribute income 
from the better off to those who are less 

well-off 40 22 52 39
 

Unweighted base 230 653 684 2376
 

 76% of UKIP 
supporters feel that 
‘ordinary people do not 
get their fair share of the 
nation’s wealth. 
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expected to solve the problem.8 This may also help to explain why 
UKIP supporters appear to hold similar attitudes to the population as 
a whole on the balance between taxation and government spending 
- just over one in three UKIP supporters (36%) believe that if it has 
to choose, the government should increase taxation and spending 
on health, education and social benefits, almost identical to the 
proportion in the population as a whole (37%).

This, however, is not true of all aspects of government spending. 
Despite their high level of concern about inequality, UKIP supporters 
emerge as relatively unsympathetic to recipients of welfare and as 
particularly reluctant to endorse more spending on welfare benefits. 
For example, around a half of UKIP supporters (48% in each case) 
feel that ‘many people who get social security don’t really deserve 
any help’ and that ‘most people on the dole are fiddling in one way 
or the other’. In contrast, such views are expressed by only around a 
third (32% and 35% respectively) of the population as a whole. At the 
same time, only 19% of UKIP supporters agree that ‘the government 
should spend more money on welfare benefits for the poor, even if it 
leads to higher taxes’, lower than the 30% figure that pertains among 
the public as a whole.

Conclusions
In many respects the picture of UKIP support that we have 
uncovered is one that we might well have anticipated. Apart from 
being strongly anti-European and inclined towards tougher attitudes 
to immigrants, there is also a deep vein of social conservatism and 
distrust of government – albeit that social conservatism is not deep 
enough to ensure that a majority are now opposed to the introduction 
of same sex marriage. Certainly none of these findings suggest that 
there is any inaccuracy involved in characterising UKIP as a party of 
the ‘radical right’. 

However, UKIP support is also a phenomenon that is most common 
among those in working class occupations, a section of society 
where concerns about economic inequality are more common. And 
we have found that on this issue UKIP supporters are just as troubled 
about inequality as many a Labour voter, thereby in this instance 
seemingly putting them on the left of the political landscape.  But 
this after all is a deeply critical and discontented set of voters, and 
perhaps we should not be surprised that this criticism and discontent 
extends to the issue of inequality too.

Yet we always have to remember the distrust with which UKIP 
supporters regard the state. The inclination that many a UKIP voter 

8. Some (though given the sample sizes involved only indicative) support for this suggestion  is 
to be found if we look at the relationship amongst UKIP supporters between the responses to the 
items in Table 6 and the degree to which people say they trust the government (as presented in 
Table 4 above). In most cases those UKIP supporters who say they do not trust the government are, 
if anything, more likely than those who do trust it to agree with the items in Table 6. For example, 
78% of those who do not trust the government believe that there is ‘one law for the rich and one 
for the poor’, compared with 66% of those who do trust the government. However, in the case of 
whether the government should redistribute income this pattern is reversed. Only 40% of those who 
do not trust the government want it to redistribute income, compared with 51% of those that do 
trust the government.NatCen Social Research
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has to deal with criminals more toughly does not extend to a belief 
that the law should always be upheld. And equally a concern about 
inequality does not necessarily translate into a wish to see the 
government try to do something about it. What perhaps characterises 
UKIP support above all is the feeling that government is one of 
Britain’s problems rather than a potential source of solutions.

NatCen Social Research
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Britain and Europe
Are we all Eurosceptics now?
The rise of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) during this parliament has 
seen the Conservatives promise a referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU if the 
party wins the 2015 election. This paper examines trends in attitudes towards Britain’s 
relationship with the EU since British Social Attitudes started in 1983, and assesses 
whether Britain really is more Eurosceptic now than ever before.  

Widespread Euroscepticism
Although not at record levels, Euroscepticism has been widespread in recent years. 

• Faced with the simple choice between staying or withdrawing, 35% now say they want Britain 
to withdraw from the EU, more than at any time since 1985.

• When presented with a wider range of options, voters’ most popular choice, backed by 38%, 
is to stay in the EU but to try and reduce its powers. 

• Even 43% of those who feel European now say they want the EU’s powers reduced.

Not everything European is unpopular
EU rules that give rights and protections to British workers are relatively popular.

• Sixty nine per cent feel it is ‘very’ or ‘quite’ important that people in Britain are free to get jobs 
in other European countries.

• The proportion who oppose giving British workers the same protection as other EU workers 
against working long hours has fallen from 46% in 1997 to 38% now. 

Immigration matters
Opposition to membership of the EU is particularly high among those who are concerned about 
immigration.

• Around half of those who think immigration is bad for the economy want to leave the EU 
compared with around one in ten of those who think it has been good for Britain’s economic 
fortunes.

• Support for leaving the EU varied similarly between those who think immigration undermines 
vs. enriches Britain’s cultural life.
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Introduction 
When the coalition between the Conservatives and the Liberal 
Democrats was first formed in May 2010, one of the questions 
asked by observers was whether and how the two parties would 
manage their differences on Europe (d’Ancona, 2010). After all, the 
Liberal Democrats had long been the most Europhile of Britain’s 
established political parties. In contrast, the Conservatives had 
become increasingly sceptical about Europe, and some of the party’s 
MPs at least clearly wished to leave the institution. However, given 
the electoral rebuff that more than one European government had 
suffered a few years earlier when they had asked voters to give their 
verdict on a proposed new EU constitution, and given too the EU’s 
preoccupation with sorting out the risks to the future of the euro 
created by the 2008 financial crisis, it looked as though Britain - and 
thus the Coalition - would not be faced with too many hard questions 
about possible changes to the country’s relationship with the EU.1 

How wrong that presumption proved to be – not because of 
developments abroad but rather because of pressures much closer 
to home. For one of the most remarkable features of the last five 
years has been the rise of a party, the United Kingdom Independence 
Party (UKIP), that is committed to holding a referendum on Britain’s 
relationship with the EU with a view to securing Britain’s withdrawal 
from the institution.2  In May 2010, UKIP had won just over 3% of 
the vote – the party’s best performance yet, but still a very modest 
tally.  However, by the end of the 2010-15 parliament it had not only 
come first in the 2014 European elections but it had also persuaded 
two former Conservative MPs to resign from the Commons and 
successfully defend their seats as UKIP standard bearers. It also 
enjoyed unprecedented success in local government elections 
(Curtice, 2013; 2014). 

Concerned not least by the evidence of opinion polls that UKIP 
was gaining support disproportionately from those who voted 
Conservative in 2010, in January 2013 the Conservative Prime 
Minister, David Cameron, attempted to stem what by that stage 
was already a substantial advance in UKIP support. He did this 
by promising that, if the party secured a majority in 2015, the 
Conservatives would ‘renegotiate’ Britain’s relationship with the 
EU with a view to reducing the EU’s power and by the end of 2017 
hold a referendum on whether Britain should stay in the EU (on the 
renegotiated terms) or leave (Cameron, 2013).  This pronouncement 
was not, however, backed by the Liberal Democrats and as a result 
Mr Cameron has not been able to enshrine his promise in legislation. 
At the same time, the promise did very little to reverse UKIP’s 
electoral advance.  

We might presume from this litany of events that Britain must 
have become a more Eurosceptic country in the last five years. 
An insurgent anti-European party has performed remarkably well 

1. The coalition did in fact agree to pass legislation that will require a government to hold a 
referendum in the event of any proposal in the future for significant transfer of powers to the EU, 
and this eventually took the form of the European Union Act 2011 (Cabinet Office, 2010).
2. For more information about the characteristics of UKIP support, see Curtice’s British Social 
Attitudes 32 paper on this topic. http://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/NatCen Social Research
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both in the polls and in the ballot box, while one of the established 
parties has felt it necessary to promise to put the question of 
Britain’s relationship to a vote. But it is always unwise to assume 
that public opinion on any given issue can be ascertained from the 
performance and popularity of the political parties. UKIP may have 
simply captured the support of voters that have long been sceptical 
about Europe. In any event, voters’ willingness or otherwise to back 
a party is influenced by a multitude of considerations, of which a 
party’s policy stance is but only one. We should also bear in mind 
that, remarkably successful though they have been, UKIP have still 
only secured the support of a (relatively small) minority of the British 
electorate.

In this paper we therefore look to see what people themselves say 
about Europe and consider some of the reasons why people say 
they hold the views that they do. While the reason for our interest 
lies in developments during the last five years, the data British Social 
Attitudes has collected ever since it began in 1983 enable us to 
assess not just whether Britain has become more Eurosceptic during 
the last five years, but also whether it is more disenchanted with the 
EU now than it has been at any point during the last 30 years - and, if 
so, how might we account for any rise in Euroscepticism.

Are we more Eurosceptic now?
During the course of the last thirty years, British Social Attitudes has 
asked two different questions designed to tap the public’s overall 
view about Britain’s relationship with the EU. The first, which was 
asked on a regular basis during the first ten years of the survey, 
simply reads as follows:3

Do you think Britain should continue to be a member of the 
European Union or should it withdraw?

However, while this question gives us an indication of the degree to 
which the public embraces the UK’s membership of the EU, it is a 
rather crude measure of people’s attitudes towards the institution. It 
takes little account of the stance taken by the current Prime Minister 
in 2013, or indeed the Conservatives’ long stated position that we 
should be ‘in Europe but not run by Europe’. Thus, since the early 
1990s, British Social Attitudes has in most, though not in all years 
adopted the following more subtle line of questioning:

Do you think Britain’s long-term policy should be..
... to leave the European Union,
to stay in the EU and try to reduce the EU’s powers,
to leave things as they are,
to stay in the EU and try to increase the EU’s powers,
or, to work for the formation of a single European 
government?

3. The term used to refer to the EU has changed over time in accordance with changes to the 
nomenclature of the institution itself. Up to and including 1989 the question referred to ‘the EEC – 
the Common Market’. In 1990 reference was made to ‘EC – the Common Market’, while in 1991  
and 1992 the wording used was, ‘the European Community’. ‘European Union’ was used in 1997 
and 2014.NatCen Social Research
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Both questions were included in our most recent survey – for the first 
time since 1997. As a result we are well placed to assess how the 
balance of public opinion on attitudes towards Europe compares with 
the position during the course of the last thirty years.

First of all we examine in Table 1 the pattern of responses to the 
question we first asked in 1983 about whether Britain should remain 
in the EU or should withdraw. As we can see, there was considerable 
support in the early 1980s for leaving the EU; indeed, in 1984 those 
who wanted to withdraw (45%) almost equaled those who wished 
to stay (48%). But in the summer of 1984 the then Prime Minister, 
Mrs Thatcher, secured a ‘rebate’ on Britain’s contribution to the 
EU Budget and thereafter attitudes shifted quite dramatically in 
favour of EU membership such that by 1991 those who wished to 
remain a member (77%) outnumbered those who wanted to leave 
(17%) by more than four to one. However, opinion then swung back 
quite quickly in the opposite direction such that by the time that 
John Major’s Conservative administration had left office in 1997, 
supporters of Britain’s EU membership (54%) only outnumbered 
opponents (28%) by around two to one.

Source: 1992: British Election Study

Our latest survey suggests that Britain’s mood is even more 
Eurosceptic now than it was in 1997. As many as 35% now want to 
withdraw, while 57% wish to remain. However, not only does that 
suggest that a majority would prefer to remain in the EU, but also 
that that majority is still somewhat bigger than it was in 1983 or 
1984. It appears that despite UKIP’s electoral success, we should 
not assume that Britain is necessarily more intent on leaving the 
EU than it has been at any time in the past. However, that does 
not necessarily mean that there is widespread enthusiasm for the 
European Union, at least as it is currently constituted. This becomes 
clear from the responses to our second, more nuanced question, 
which suggests that nowadays most people either want Britain to 
leave the EU (24%) or at least would like to see an attempt made to 
reduce its powers (38%). Indeed, in each of the last three years when 
the coalition has been in power, more people have chosen one or 
other of those two options (and in particular the option of leaving the 
EU) than had done so at any point up to and including 2008. 

 
Table 1. Attitudes towards Britain’s continuing membership of the EU, 1983-2014 

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1989 1990 1991 1992 1997 2014
 

% % % % % % % % % % %

Continue  53 48 56 61 63 68 76 77 72 54 57

Withdraw  42 45 38 33 32 26 19 17 22 28 35

 
Unweighted base 1761 1675 1804 3100 2847 3029 2797 1445 2855 1355 971

 

 Support for 
withdrawing from the 
EU is at its highest level 
since 1985. 
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Table 2. Attitudes towards Britain’s relationship with the EU, 1992-2014 

1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
 

% % % % % % % % % %

Leave the EU 10 11 11 14 19 17 14 13 17 14

Stay in EU but reduce its 
powers 30 27 25 23 39 29 36 43 38 38

Leave things as are 16 22 20 20 19 18 23 20 19 21

Stay in EU and increase 
its powers 28 22 28 28 8 16 9 11 10 10

Work for single European 
government 10 9 8 8 6 7 8 6 7 7

 
Unweighted base 2855 1461 1165 1227 1180 1355 1035 1060 2293 1099

 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008 2012 2013 2014
 

% % % % % % % % %

Leave the EU 15 15 18 16 15 20 30 26 24

Stay in EU but reduce its 
powers 35 32 38 36 36 35 37 39 38

Leave things as are 23 27 23 24 27 24 16 19 18

Stay in EU and increase 
its powers 12 11 7 10 9 9 9 6 10

Work for single European 
government  7  6 5 4 4 3 2 3  4

 
Unweighted base 3435 2293 3199 4268 1077 1128 1103 2147 971

 

Source: 1992: British Election Study

That said, Euroscepticism (defined as support for either leaving the 
EU or reducing its powers) has been the mood of a majority of the 
public for nearly two decades. Until 1996, no more than four in ten 
adopted a Eurosceptic stance while around one in three actually 
wanted the EU to be more powerful. But a decision by the EU to 
ban the export of British beef after UK ministers admitted in March 
1996 that there was a link between eating meat from cows suffering 
from Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE or ‘mad cow disease) 
and the incidence of a new variant of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in 
humans, appears to have triggered a dramatic and what proved to be 
a long-term change in attitudes towards the EU. Suddenly over half 
of the public were Eurosceptic, while only around one in six wanted a 
stronger EU. Apart from temporary dips in 1997 and 2003, this then, 
more or less, remained the position in every year up to and including 
2008, the last time we asked the question when Labour were still in 
power. At that point 55% backed a Eurosceptic stance while only 
13% wanted a more powerful EU.

So the strongly Eurosceptic mood that has been in evidence during 
the lifetime of the coalition is but a more intense version of a climate 
of opinion that has been in evidence since the mid-1990s. Moreover, 
given that we did not ask the question between 2009 and 2011, we 
should bear in mind that we cannot be sure that this intensification 
did not in fact occur during the final two years of the last Labour 
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administration.4 In any event, what is clear is that it has not intensified 
any further during the period (which began in 2012) in which UKIP 
has been riding high in the polls. In fact since 2012 the proportion 
adopting a Eurosceptic stance has eased slightly from 67% to 63%.

The years of the Coalition have therefore witnessed the existence 
of a strongly Eurosceptic mood among the British public, albeit 
one that was not unprecedented and which simply represented 
an intensification of a mood that had already been in evidence 
for more than ten years. But how might we best account for this 
intensification? It is to that question that we now turn.

Why is Britain so doubtful about Europe?
Previous research on attitudes towards Europe – not just in the 
UK but across the EU more generally – has focused on two main 
explanations as to why people support or oppose European 
integration. The first suggests that people’s attitudes are a 
consequence of their evaluations of the instrumental benefits of 
membership, while the second suggests they are rooted in their 
sense of identity. Studies that emphasise the former consideration 
suggest that support for the European Union is higher among those 
engaged in (primarily professional and managerial) occupations that 
benefit most from EU membership, among those living in countries 
that profit most from EU trade and/or at times when the economy 
is performing relatively well – all circumstances that seemingly help 
convince people that the  EU’s free trade provisions bring material 
advantages (Eichenberg and Dalton, 1996; Anderson and Reichart, 
1996; Gabel and Palmer, 1995; Gabel, 1998; McLaren, 2004).  
Studies with the latter focus suggest that opposition to the EU is 
higher among those with a strong sense of national (rather than 
European) identity who consequently question the legitimacy of rule 
from Brussels and who may also be concerned about the cultural 
consequences of migration that is fostered by the Union’s freedom of 
movement provisions (Deflem and Pampel, 1996; Ash, 2002; Carey, 
2002; McLaren, 2002; Sides and Citrin, 2007).

Distinguishing between these explanations is not necessarily easy. 
Those with a strong sense of national identity who consequently 
question the legitimacy of the EU may well also be reluctant to 
acknowledge that the EU brings any economic benefit. Concerns 
about the economic and cultural consequences of immigration may 
well go hand in hand in the minds of many voters. Nevertheless, our 
most recent survey contained questions designed to tap perceptions 
of both aspects of Britain’s relationship with the EU, and these enable 
us to see whether or not there is any clear evidence that either has 
helped contribute to the strongly Eurosceptic mood that is now 
apparently in place.

4. Survey research conducted by the European Union itself as part of its Eurobarometer series 
suggests that both possibilities may have occurred. The proportion who said that Britain’s 
membership of the EU was a good thing fell from 32% in Autumn 2008 to 28% in Spring 2009, but 
then fell further to 26% in Spring 2011. (Figures obtained from the Eurobarometer interactive search 
system are available at http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/cf/index_en.cfm.)NatCen Social Research
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A question of identity?
Since 1996 British Social Attitudes has presented its respondents 
with a list of national identities associated with Britain and/or 
Ireland and asked them which ones describe the way they think of 
themselves. They can choose as many or as few from the list as 
they want. Among those included on the list is ‘European’. Figure 1 
shows that the proportion who have said they think of themselves 
as European at all, either solely or in combination with one or more 
other identities, has been relatively low – typically at around one in 
eight or so – and has shown no sign of increasing in any consistent 
fashion over time. While a little higher than one in eight, the current 
proportion (15%) is no higher than the 17% recorded in 1999 or the 
16% obtained in 2006. 

Figure 1. Trends in ‘free choice’ European identity, 1996-2014 

See Table A1 in the Appendix for exact figures and bases

The persistently low level of identification with Europe certainly 
creates conditions in which it is more likely that Euroscepticism will 
prosper. As Table 3 shows, only 7-8% (depending on which question 
is asked) of those who say that they are ‘European’ want Britain to 
leave the European Union. In contrast, support for leaving among 
those who do not think of themselves as European is as high as 40% 
when respondents are faced with the straight choice between Britain 
continuing as a member or withdrawing. Moreover, irrespective of 
the measure used, most of the increase in support for leaving  (since 
both 2008 shortly before the Coalition came to power, and over 
the longer-term since 1997) has occurred among those who do not 
regard themselves as European. There seems little doubt that Britain 
would be a rather more enthusiastic member of the EU if more 
people felt a sense of European identity.
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Table 3. Attitudes towards Britain’s relationship with the EU by European identity, 1997, 2008 
and 2014 

Should Britain continue or 
withdraw? Britain should …

 

Continue Withdraw Leave EU
Reduce EU 

powers
Unweighted  

base
 

2014

European % 92 8 % 7 43 117

Not European % 51 40 % 27 38 847

 

2008

European % n/a n/a % 7 33 147

Not European % n/a n/a % 27 35 978

 

1997

European % 91 6 % 4 25 116

Not European % 51 30 % 19 29 1,227
 

However, while nearly everyone who feels European wishes to 
remain in the EU, this does not necessarily mean that they endorse 
the current relationship that Britain has with the institution. As Table 
3 shows, as many as 43% of those who say they are European 
think that Britain should try to reduce the powers of the EU. Indeed, 
support for this standpoint has grown more (both since 2008 and 
1997) among those who consider themselves to be European than 
it has among those who do not. It appears that even among those 
who might be expected to be the most enthusiastic supporters of the 
EU, the view that the institution is perhaps too powerful and requires 
some measure of reform is now quite widespread.

As well as asking people about their sense of identity, our most 
recent survey also included a question that taps directly into the 
question of whether people feel that the EU should have the right to 
get involved in Britain’s affairs. One of the particular complaints that 
some have made about the EU is that it has become too involved 
in regulation of the labour market through such measures as the 
European Working Time Directive, a measure that sets limits on the 
length of time that employees can be expected to work. Given the 
controversy about this provision, we asked our respondents:

Which of these statements comes closer to your views?
Workers in Britain should have the same protection as other 
EU workers against being made to work very long hours
The EU has no business deciding how many hours a week 
workers in Britain should work

Although still a subject about which the public are divided, in fact the 
balance of opinion has tilted slightly in favour of the idea that workers 
in Britain should have the same protections as others. In our 2014 
survey 46% backed this view, rather more than the 38% who said 
that the issue was none of the EU’s business. When we previously 

 43% who feel 
European want the EU’s 
powers reduced. 
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asked this question back in 1997, the 42% who then supported equal 
protection were, in contrast, slightly outnumbered by the 46% who 
reckoned it was not a legitimate issue for the EU to address.

As we might anticipate, attitudes towards this issue are related to 
people’s views about the EU as a whole. For example, only 19% of 
those who support equal protection want Britain to withdraw from 
the EU compared with 53% of those who feel the EU should not 
be involved in regulating employment hours. But given that public 
opinion has become rather more favourable to the EU on this issue, it 
is evidently not a trend that helps us understand why Britain’s mood 
is now more strongly Eurosceptic than it was then.

Do we feel we benefit?
There are evidently some limitations to our ability to account for 
the growth in Euroscepticism by looking at questions of identity 
and legitimacy. But can we improve our understanding if we look 
at people’s perceptions of the economic consequences of Britain’s 
relationship with Europe? During the 1990s, we regularly asked:

Would closer links with the European Union make Britain...
...stronger economically,
weaker economically,
or, would it make no difference?

The question was repeated for the first time in a while in our 2014 
survey. We should note that, strictly speaking, it asks people to 
state what they think the economic consequences of ‘closer links 
with the European Union’ would be rather than what they consider 
to be the consequences of the status quo, but we can probably 
reasonably anticipate that the two sets of perceptions tend to go 
hand in hand. Table 4 reveals that people are certainly somewhat 
less likely to regard closer ties with the EU as economically beneficial 
(and more likely to regard them as disadvantageous) than they were 
at the beginning of the 1990s, when overall support for Britain’s 
membership was at its height. However, at 35% the proportion 
who think that such ties would make Britain stronger economically 
is only eight percentage points lower than it was in 1990 or 1991, 
a much smaller change than we might anticipate from the sharp 
drop in support for Britain’s membership of the EU that has been in 
evidence since then. Indeed, twice as many people (35%) now think 
that closer ties would make Britain stronger as think they would make 
the country weaker (17%). As a result, the balance of opinion is in 
fact more favourable now to closer ties than it was back in 1997. All 
in all it seems that once again there is no simple explanation for the 
development of Britain’s more Eurosceptic mood.

 Twice as many 
think closer ties with 
the EU make Britain 
economically stronger 
(35%) than think it  
makes the country 
weaker (17%). 
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Table 4. Perceptions of the economic consequences of stronger links with the EU, 1990-97 and 
2014 

1990 1991 1993 1994 1995 1997 2014
 

% % % % % % %

Stronger economically 43 43 33 40 32 33 35

Make no difference 37 31 32 29 39 32 42

Weaker economically 8 13 22 20 20 20 17 

Don’t know 12 13 13 10 9 15  6

 
Unweighted base 1397 1445 1461 1165 1227 1355  971

 

Yet if we look at the position at any one point in time, as we do for 
both 1997 and 2014 in Table 5, we find that people’s perceptions of 
the economic consequences of closer links with the EU are strongly 
related to their overall attitudes towards Britain’s relationship with 
the institution. Among those who think that closer links would 
make Britain stronger economically, no less than 88% want Britain 
to continue to be a member of the EU, while only 11% want to 
withdraw. In contrast the balance of opinion is very much in the 
opposite direction among those who think that closer ties would 
weaken Britain’s economy. Among this group as many as 70% want 
to withdraw while less than a quarter (23%) want to remain.

Nevertheless, despite the strength of this relationship, support for the 
second strand of Euroscepticism – remaining in the EU but seeking 
to reduce its powers - has apparently grown most among those who 
think that Britain’s economy would be strengthened by closer ties.  
Among this group support for this position is now 15 percentage 
points higher than it was in 1997 (45%, up from 30% in 1997), 
whereas it has not grown at all among those who think the economy 
would be weaker. It seems that, as we saw in the case of European 
identity, the wish to reduce the scope of the EU’s activities and 
powers has grown most among those who might be expected to be 

 
Table 5. Attitudes towards Britain’s relationship with the EU by perceptions of the economic 
impact of closer links, 1997 and 2014

Should Britain continue or 
withdraw? Britain should …

 
Closer ties with the 

EU would make Britain 
economically … Continue Withdraw Leave EU

Reduce EU 
powers

Unweighted  
base

 

2014

Stronger % 88 11 % 5 45 319

No difference % 49 42 % 28 40 427

Weaker % 23 70 % 57 27 165

 

1997

Stronger % 87 7 % 2 30 450

No difference % 50 36 % 21 31 438

Weaker % 27 61 % 46 30 247
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most supportive of the institution. While this section of society may 
not have followed their fellow citizens in being more likely to want to 
leave the EU, it seems they are more willing to acknowledge calls for 
‘reform’. 

At the heart of the economic provisions of the EU is the creation of a 
free market in goods and services that is devoid of customs barriers. 
The value of this free trade provision is widely acknowledged by the 
British public, though maybe a little less so now than was the case 
in 1997. In 2014, 35% said that it was ‘very important for people in 
Britain’ that ‘Britain is able to sell its goods anywhere else in the EU 
without paying customs duties’, while only 12% stated that it was 
‘not very’ or ‘not at all important’. The equivalent figures in 1997 were 
40% and 8% respectively. However, central though the issue may 
be to the raison d’être of the EU, the pattern of responses is not as 
closely linked to people’s attitudes towards Britain’s membership 
of the EU as is the wider question of the economic consequences 
of closer ties. Even among those who think that the absence of 
customs duties is ‘very important’ as many as 30% still want Britain 
to withdraw (while, conversely, support for leaving the EU is no higher 
than 46% among those who think their absence is ‘not very ‘ or ‘not 
all important’). But perhaps this should not come as a surprise, since 
even UKIP want Britain to retain a free trade agreement with the rest 
of the EU following a decision to withdraw.

Apart from the economic consequences of Britain’s membership 
of the EU, another instrumental issue that sometimes arises in the 
debate about Europe is whether Britain’s role in the world would 
be diminished (or enhanced) if it were to leave. It is suggested, for 
example, that its role as a country that is able to influence the stance 
of the EU on trade and foreign affairs makes it a more useful and 
important ally in the eyes of the United States than would otherwise 
be the case (Simons, 2013). Thus, in much the same vein as asking 
about the economic consequences of a closer relationship with EU, 
we also asked this question that had previously been posed on a 
regular basis by British Social Attitudes during the 1990s:

Do you think that closer links with the European Union would 
give Britain...
...more influence in the world,
less influence in the world,
or, would it make no difference?

As Table 6 shows, the trend in the pattern of responses to this 
question is much the same as it was in respect of perceptions of 
the economic consequences of closer links with the EU. At 29% 
the proportion who think that closer links would strengthen Britain’s 
influence in the world is a little lower than it was in 1990 (35%), but 
is much the same as it was in 1997 (30%). In fact, the most common 
view throughout (and one that appears to be particularly common 
at present) has been that closer links would make no difference. 
Evidently fewer voters believe that remaining in or leaving the EU 
would matter one way or the other for Britain’s influence in the world 
than believe it could have some impact on the country’s economic 
health.
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Table 6. Perceptions of the consequences of closer ties with the EU on Britain’s influence in 
the world, 1990-7 and 2014

1990 1991 1993 1994 1995 1997 2014
 

% % % % % % %

More influence 35 32 27 32 27 30 29

Make no difference 47 47 47 46 51 44 56

Less influence 9 12 18 17 17 15 12 

Don’t know 8  8  7  6  5 11  4

 
Unweighted base 1397 1445 1461 1165 1227 1355  971

 

In any event, perceptions of the impact of closer ties on Britain’s 
influence in the world are less closely related to people’s views about 
Britain’s relationship with the rest of the EU than are perceptions of 
their impact on the strength of Britain’s economy.  As Table 7 shows, 
one in three (33%) of those who think that closer links would reduce 
Britain’s influence still want Britain to remain a member of the EU, 
whereas we saw earlier (Table 5) that only around a quarter (23%) of 
those who thought that closer links would have an adverse economic 
effect wanted to continue to be a member. That suggests we should 
not be surprised that changes in overall perceptions of the impact 
of closer links on Britain’s influence on the world do not necessarily 
follow the trend in attitudes towards Britain’s membership particularly 
closely.

That said, we should also notice one similarity between Table 7 and 
the equivalent analysis of the impact of perceptions of the economic 
consequences in Table 5. Although very few of those who think 
that closer links would increase Britain’s influence in the world want 
Britain to leave the EU, no less than 40% of this group would like 
the EU’s power to be reduced. The incidence of such views has also 
increased the most among this group. In other words, once again 

 
Table 7. Attitudes towards Britain’s relationship with the EU by perceptions of the impact of 
closer links on Britain’s influence in the world, 1997 and 2014

Should Britain continue or 
withdraw? Britain should …

 
Closer ties with the EU 

would mean Britain 
had … Continue Withdraw Leave EU

Reduce EU 
powers

Unweighted  
base

 

2014

More influence % 86 10 % 7 40 262

No difference % 49 44 % 29 41 562

Less influence % 33 62 % 51 28 111

 

1997

More influence % 84 9 % 3 27 400

No difference % 52 36 % 23 34 601

Less influence % 32 56 % 36 34 195
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we find that an apparent wish to clip the wings of the EU somewhat 
has become relatively common among those who would seem most 
favourably disposed towards the institution.

Immigration
One of the aspects of the EU about which UKIP in particular has 
been especially critical are the provisions for freedom of movement. 
These mean that citizens of EU member states who can find 
employment in the UK can come here to live and work. The party 
has argued that these provisions mean that EU membership is 
incompatible with the aim of limiting net migration to the UK, an aim 
that the Prime Minister had set before the 2010 general election, 
which appears to matter to many voters, but which has not been 
achieved (Conservative Party, 2010; Binder, 2014; Office for National 
Statistics, 2014).

Moreover, it has long been clear that voters are not keen on the EU 
having an influential role in immigration policy. In 1997, for example, 
only 14% thought that decisions about immigration should be made 
mostly by the EU, while as many as 57% felt they should mostly be 
made by individual governments. Not dissimilar results were obtained 
in 1994 and 1995. At the same time, such antipathy was also 
clearly linked with a reluctance to remain in the EU (Evans, 1998). 
For example, in 1997 as many as 37% of those who reckoned that 
immigration decisions should be made by national governments said 
that they wanted to leave the EU, compared with just 9% of those 
who were happy for the EU to be making such decisions.

Our 2014 survey did not ask people directly for their views about 
immigration, either from the European Union or from elsewhere.  
However, our 2013 survey did ask people extensively about their 
attitudes to immigration (Ford and Heath, 2014). In so doing it 
recognised that the debate about immigration is partly about what 
impact it has on the culture of the UK (and thus perhaps people’s 
sense of identity) and partly about its impact on the nation’s 
economy. People were asked:

On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is extremely bad and 10 is 
extremely good, would you say it is generally bad or good for 
Britain’s economy that migrants come to Britain from other 
countries
and then
And on a scale of 0 to 10, would you say that Britain’s cultural 
life is generally undermined or enriched by migrants coming 
to live here from other countries?

As Table 8 shows, both those who think that immigration is bad 
for Britain’s economy and those who think it undermines Britain’s 
cultural life are much more likely to want Britain to leave the EU than 
are those who think its impact is good for the economy and enriches 
the country’s culture. In both cases, around half of those who are 
most critical of the consequences of immigration (giving it a score 
of 0 or 1, constituting around one fifth of our sample in each case) 

 People who think 
immigration is bad for 
Britain’s economy and 
cultural life are much 
more likely to want to 
leave the EU. 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 32 | Britain and Europe 44



want to leave the EU compared with around one in ten of those (who 
represent just 6% of the sample in the case of culture and 3% in the 
case of the economy) who are most positive about the consequences 
of immigration, giving it a score of 9 or 10. Equally, in response to 
a further question about whether the benefits of migration from the 
EU outweigh the costs or vice versa, no less than 41% of those who 
said that the costs are much greater than the benefits indicated they 
wanted to leave the EU, compared with only 17% of those who either 
thought the benefits outweighed the costs or at least balanced them. 
Although we are unable to compare these patterns directly with 
those that pertained in earlier years, there would appear to be little 
doubt that concern about immigration  - both cultural and economic 
- is one of the considerations that has been helping fuel Britain’s 
Eurosceptic mood.

The freedom of movement provisions of the EU are, of course, 
reciprocal; British citizens also have the right to live and work in the 
EU. This aspect of EU membership appears to be relatively popular. 
In our most recent survey, no less than 25% said that it was ‘very 
important’ for people in Britain ‘that they are free to get jobs in any 
other EU countries’, while another 44% said it was ‘fairly important’. 
Only just over one in five (21%) stated that it was ‘not very’ or ‘not 
at all important’. Moreover, this right is just as popular now as it 
was back in 1997, when 23% said it was ‘very important’ and again 
another 44% stated that it was ‘fairly important’.

 
Table 8. Support for leaving the EU by attitudes to immigration, 2013

Perceived impact of immigration on …
 

Economy
Unweighted 

base Culture
Unweighted 

base
 

% Say Britain should leave the EU

0 – bad/undermine 48 264 54 240

1 49 145 51 157

2 37 190 34 206

3 31 263 23 226

4 27 175 22 152

5 21 456 25 445

6 17 183 19 159

7 7 239 13 236

8 7 136 8 173

9 11 32 11 52

10 – good/enrich 16 40 6 72
 

 69% think it is 
important British people 
are free to work in other 
European countries. 
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Relatively popular though the right to live and work in the EU might 
be, it remains the case that attitudes are also clearly linked to 
people’s overall views on Britain’s relationship with the EU. As Table 9 
shows, only one in five (20%) of those who think it is ‘very important’ 
that people in Britain are free to live and work in the EU believe that 
the UK should withdraw from the EU, compared with a little over half 
(53%) of those who say that it is ‘not very’ or ‘not at all important’.  
Equally, only 13% of the former group say that they want to leave 
the EU in response to our more nuanced question, compared with 
43% of those who say that it is ‘not very’ or ‘not at all important’.  
Meanwhile, there are some signs that the link between the two sets 
of attitudes has strengthened somewhat since 1997; in particular, 
whereas among those who feel the freedom of movement provisions 
are ‘very important’ there has not been any significant change in the 
proportion who want to leave the EU, among those who feel those 
provisions are ‘not very’ or ‘not all important’ the proportion who 
want to leave has increased from 30% to 43%. This, of course, is just 
what we would expect to be the case if the debate about freedom of 
movement and immigration has come to play a more important role 
in shaping people’s attitudes towards the EU.

Follow the party?
So far we have assumed that people’s attitudes towards the EU are 
shaped by their sense of identity and/or whether they feel that Britain 
benefits or not from its membership of the EU. But this perhaps is 
to presume that people feel they know enough about what might be 
thought to be a rather remote institution for them to have clear views 
about its merits.  Perhaps in these circumstances voters take their 
cues about what to think from trusted sources such as the party they 
support (Flickinger, 1994; Anderson, 1998; Evans and Butt, 2005; 
2007; Curtice, 2012)? Meanwhile, we certainly might wonder what 
impact the rise of UKIP together with David Cameron’s promise to 
renegotiate Britain’s relationship with Europe has had on the link 

 
Table 9. Attitudes towards Britain’s relationship with the EU by attitudes towards freedom of 
movement, 2014

Should Britain continue or 
withdraw? Britain should …

 
Freedom to get jobs in 
any other EU countries 

is … Continue Withdraw Leave EU
Reduce EU 

powers
Unweighted  

base
 

2014

Very important % 76 20 % 13 37 197

Fairly important % 61 32 % 20 47 355

Not very/not at all imp. % 39 53 % 43 30 161

 

1997

Very important % 67 22 % 16 26 249

Fairly important % 61 22 % 13 34 463

Not very/not at all imp. % 43 49 % 30 33 238

 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 32 | Britain and Europe 46



between the party that people support and their attitudes towards 
the EU. 

In fact that link appears to have changed rather less than we might 
have anticipated. True, as Table 10 shows, there is no doubt that 
UKIP has drawn to itself a very Eurosceptic body of supporters.  
More than four in five UKIP identifiers (81%) say that they wish 
to withdraw from the EU.  However, even though the rise in UKIP 
support during this parliament has occurred disproportionately 
among Eurosceptic former Conservative voters (Evans and Mellon, 
forthcoming), this appears not to have disturbed the degree to 
which the views of those who support each of the three main parties 
in the current House of Commons are distinct from each other.  
Conservative supporters are less keen on remaining in the EU than 
Labour or (especially) Liberal Democrat supporters, but this does 
not appear to be any more the case now than it was in 2008, before 
the Coalition came to power. Meanwhile, although Conservative 
identifiers are also more likely than Labour or Liberal Democrats 
supporters to want to see the EU’s powers reduced, this is also no 
more the case now than it was in 2008 – or indeed as long ago as 
1997. The Prime Minister’s promise to renegotiate Britain’s terms of 
membership seems to have reflected a long standing Eurosceptic 
mood among supporters of his party (and indeed as we saw earlier 
among the public more generally) rather than helped to open up 
a new fault line between them and Labour and Liberal Democrat 
identifiers. 

Note: There were too few UKIP identifiers in 2008 and 1997 on which to base any estimate of their 
views.

 
Table 10. Attitudes towards Britain’s membership of the EU by party identification, 1997, 2008 
and 2014

Should Britain continue or 
withdraw? Britain should …

 

Party identification Continue Withdraw Leave EU
Reduce EU 

powers
Unweighted  

base
 

2014

Conservative % 52 44 % 30 49 271

Labour % 62 31 % 18 36 260

Liberal Democrat % 78 14 % 4 40 48

UKIP % 17 81 % 65 27 85

None % 60 24 % 19 29 158

 

2008

Conservative % n/a n/a % 26 45 372

Labour % n/a n/a % 13 33 316

Liberal Democrat % n/a n/a % 10 37 95

None % n/a n/a % 21 25 191

 

1997

Conservative % 54 35 % 20 42 378

Labour % 59 23 % 14 24 560

Liberal Democrat % 62 28 % 21 28 129

None % 33 33 % 24 17 141
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This is not to deny that over the longer term changes in the stances 
adopted by the parties towards Europe have been reflected in 
changes in the views of their supporters. Back in 1983, when 
Labour were in favour of leaving the EU, as many as 58% of 
Labour identifiers wished to withdraw, compared with just 29% 
of Conservative supporters. By 1991, by which time Labour had 
reversed its stance on Europe and before Euroscepticism became 
widespread within the Conservative party, the proportion backing 
withdrawal stood at just 16% among both sets of supporters. Indeed, 
the fact all three of the main parties at Westminster were at this stage 
supportive of Britain’s membership helps explain why the overall 
level of support was so high at that time (see Table 1).  But a relative 
lack of enthusiasm for Europe was already well in evidence among 
Conservative supporters before the Coalition came to power, and 
that position has simply been confirmed during the past five years.

Conclusions
Britain has undoubtedly been in a relatively Eurosceptic mood 
during the last five years. Indeed, as a result the proportion who 
think the country will leave the EU within the next ten years has 
increased from 13% in 1997 to 26% now. However, that mood 
is but an intensification of a climate of opinion that has been in 
evidence since the mid-1990s, that is ever since the EU banned 
British beef (and ‘beef’ is often portrayed as quintessentially ‘British’) 
and Euroscepticism started to become common place inside the 
Conservative party. Moreover, despite the electoral success of UKIP 
since 2012, support for leaving the EU has not increased further 
during the last two or three years, and is still not as high as it was in 
the early 1980s, when Labour were opposed to Britain’s membership. 
Rather than helping to create a new mood of Euroscepticism, UKIP 
have been expressing a mood that has long been in place. 

Indeed, not all aspects of the EU’s role and activities have become 
less popular. Support for giving British workers the same employment 
rights as their European counterparts has actually increased 
somewhat, while the right of British workers to find employment in 
the rest of the EU is looked upon no less favourably than it was in 
the late 1990s. At the same time many appear to accept that a close 
relationship with Europe is beneficial for Britain’s economy.

Yet few of us feel a sense of European identity, and as a result the 
European Union is perhaps always having to justify itself in the eyes 
of British voters.  And on that score we are not as convinced of the 
practical benefits of membership as we were in the 1990s, while 
more recently opposition to the EU has become closely intertwined 
with concern about levels of immigration, a subject that many voters 
have long felt should primarily be a matter for national governments. 
Between them these considerations appear to have helped intensify 
Britain’s Eurosceptic mood.

But perhaps the most remarkable feature of the current mood is that 
even those who we might expect to be favourably disposed towards 
the EU, such as those who acknowledge having a European identity 
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and those who think that closer EU links are beneficial for Britain’s 
economy, are now more inclined to feel that Britain should attempt 
to reduce the EU’s powers. It appears that even many an apparent 
Europhile now wants to be ‘in Europe but not run by Europe’.  Even 
if Mr Cameron does not get an opportunity to renegotiate Britain’s 
relationship with Europe, it seems that Britain is likely to remain a 
relatively unenthusiastic member of the European project for the 
foreseeable future. 
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Appendix

 
Table A1. Trends in ‘free choice’ European identity, 1996-2014 (see also Figure 1)

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
 

% European 10 9 12 17 11 12 12 12 11 12

 
Unweighted base 1180 1355 3146 3143 3246 3287 3435 4432 3199 4268

 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

% European 16 12 14 12 11 12 14 13 15

 
Unweighted base 4290 4124 4486 3421 3297 3311 3248 3244 971
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Higher Education
Investing in the future? Attitudes to University 
Higher Education finance has been a politically charged issue since Labour decided to 
introduce tuition fees in 1998. With the raising of the cap on the top rate of fees to £9,000, 
this controversy has certainly not dissipated in the years since the increase was first 
announced in 2010. This paper examines public attitudes in England to higher education, 
exploring views on student finance (fees, loans and grants), the perceived fairness of the 
current system, and how views on these issues vary across different social and political 
groups.

Most people accept that some students should pay fees
Eleven per cent  of people in England said all students should pay fees, and a further 67% that at 
least some should.

• Just 21% were completely opposed to charging fees. 
• There has been little change in the level of support for charging fees since 2004.
• Views in Scotland and England are very similar on this issue, in spite of the fact that Scottish 

students do not pay fees to attend Scottish universities.

People do not want a reduction in university places
Just 12% think opportunities for young people to go on to higher education should be reduced. 

• However, support for expanding places is lower than it once was – 39% think opportunities 
should be increased, compared with between 44% and 52% from 1983 to 2003.

• And 2 in 5 (43%) think there are too many graduates in the UK labour market. 

Most support means tested grants
Sixty per cent agree that it is fair that children from less well-off families get grants to attend 
university, whereas other students may have to take out loans. Just 25% thought such a system 
was unfair.

• A majority (57%) believe that a young person from a well-off background would be more likely 
to take up a university place than someone from a less well-off background.  

• Those on low incomes are more likely than those on higher incomes to feel that students 
should not be expected to take out loans (43% compared with 30%).

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 32 | Higher Education 53



Introduction 
Higher education in the UK has expanded massively in the past few 
decades, bringing rates of participation from under one in ten half a 
century ago, to close to a half of people before they reach the age 
of 30 today. This change has been accompanied by much political 
controversy. Can we afford it? Who should pay – students, their 
parents, graduates or society as a whole? Is expansion fair, given 
that young people from families that have a history of sending people 
to university are much more likely to take that route than people 
without any such legacy? And now that the expansion has been 
going strongly for more than two decades, might it in fact have gone 
far enough? 

The response of the UK government to these questions has been 
a source of political contention since the 2010 General Election. By 
the end of that year, the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition had 
decided to increase the top rate of fees that universities in England 
can charge from £3,290 (in 2011 prices) under the old system to 
£9,000 from 2012-13 (Johnston and Barr, 2013). The government 
argued that this increase was needed to meet the challenges of 
higher education: improving the student experience, widening 
access, and providing more sustained funding.1 It was announced 
alongside a continued commitment to expanding the number of 
young people attending university (in part funded by this increase in 
fees). However, the announcement of the £9,000 top rate was met 
with considerable criticism, particularly of the Liberal Democrats, 
whose election campaign had prominently featured a commitment to 
the phasing out of fees for first degrees.

Attitudes to higher education were last explored in the 28th British 
Social Attitudes Report, in a paper by Zimdars, Sullivan and Heath 
(2012). Drawing on data collected up to 2010, they found that:
• most people thought some students and their families should pay 

fees
• support for students having to take out loans had increased over 

time
• public support for expanding higher education opportunities for 

young people peaked in 2003 and was lower from 2004-2010
• those who were the most privileged educationally and 

economically were less likely to support further university 
expansion, and more likely to support fees.

They concluded that support for students paying their own way 
through university had increased in the late 2000s, and that the 
public seemed less convinced than it had been by the case for 
continued expansion of university places. 

However, the 2010 British Social Attitudes survey was conducted 
in advance of the announcement of the increase of the fee cap 
to £9,000, the level of which was contrary to previously stated 
government intentions, since Vince Cable, who was then the 
Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills, had claimed 
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in a parliamentary debate on 9th December 2010 that £9,000 would 
only be charged “in exceptional circumstances” (Guardian, 2011). 
This paper explores how public attitudes have developed since, 
using data up to and including British Social Attitudes 2014. Has 
the substantial increase in fees been associated with any change 
in public views on who should cover the costs of a university 
education? Has support for the expansion of university places fallen 
further as participation rates have risen and as one of its potential 
consequences – higher fees – has become apparent? And do people 
still value higher education, or has a price tag of up to £27,000 for a 
three-year degree led people to question the worth of studying for a 
degree?

We also explore public views of the fairness of current higher 
education funding arrangements. One of the main criticisms of the 
introduction of tuition fees – and of subsequent increases in their 
rate – was the claim that they would deter those from less well-off 
backgrounds disproportionately. The Coalition, in contrast, argued 
that by permitting universities in England to charge higher fees they 
were also able to put greater requirements on them to widen access 
to their courses among socio-economic groups that were under-
represented among students (Boliver, 2013). 

Moreover, the system of bursaries and of repayment methods that 
the Liberal Democrats insisted on as part of their negotiations 
with their Conservative coalition partners in fact made the English 
arrangements more redistributive than Labour’s pre-2010 system had 
been (Johnston and Barr, 2013). This is because of two new elements 
in the design of the 2012 system: one is the imposition of real interest 
rates (the previous zero rate having been in effect a subsidy for 
students and parents from well-off families who could afford to bank 
the loan and benefit from the interest payments); the second is the 
raising of the threshold of annual salary at which repayment starts 
from £15,000 to £21,000 (and indexing it to inflation). These features, 
along with the write-off of debt after 30 years (even though that 
has been raised from 25 years) makes the new scheme redistribute 
resources from relatively rich to relatively poor graduates. In so far 
as they may be less confident of their ability to secure a high income 
after graduation, this should, in theory, mean that students from 
poorer backgrounds are not disproportionately deterred by concerns 
about debt, since – like everyone else –they will only be required to 
repay this once they are earning at least £21,000.

Meanwhile, the debate about how to pay for higher education is also 
influenced by the fact that it is not a redistributive service: those 
whose own parents attended university are themselves more likely 
to attend, so those who are already better off remain more likely 
to benefit directly from the public provision of university places. 
What does the public make of these arguments? Do people regard 
the current ways of paying for higher education as fair? And do 
they believe that the financial costs of attending university act as a 
deterrent to young people from less well-off backgrounds?

While the British Social Attitudes survey covers the whole of 
Britain, very different systems of student finance have emerged 
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in different parts of the country since the advent of devolution in 
1999. In Scotland ‘upfront fees’ paid at the beginning of the course 
were replaced by a system of graduate taxes in 2000, and were 
subsequently abolished altogether after 2008.2 On the other hand, 
the system of student financial support in Scotland is much less 
generous than that in England (Wyness, 2013). In Wales, fees were 
capped from 2007 at a lower level than in England for students 
from Wales regardless of where they are studying. Given these 
fundamental differences, much of the analysis in this paper is 
confined to examining the views of people in England. However, on 
the key issue of student fees we also draw on data from our sister 
survey, Scottish Social Attitudes, to explore whether the widely 
divergent policies being pursued north and south of the border reflect 
similar divergence in public opinion.

Finally, we examine how views of higher education vary across 
different social and political groups in England. In particular, we 
explore:
• Whether people from lower income groups have different views 

of student funding compared with those who are financially better 
off. Much of the political opposition to fees has speculated about 
the impact on socially disadvantaged students, but are these 
concerns matched by those of lower income groups themselves?

• How young people in 2014 feel about higher education – do 
they value it and do they accept the case for paying for it? Is 
there any basis for the argument that, for young people these 
days, apprehension about long-term debt might outweigh any 
expectations of gaining good-quality employment through 
education?

• Whether the views of those who have themselves benefited from 
university education diverge from the views of those who are 
less qualified. Is there any evidence that graduates are ‘pulling 
the drawbridge up behind them’ in the belief that the value of a 
degree diminishes the more people possess one?

• Whether people’s attitudes to key policies appear to reflect 
their party political affiliation. In an election year, are attitudes to 
student finance and educational opportunity likely to sway votes?

Paying for Higher Education – trends in 
attitudes to fees, grants and loans
Tuition fees were first introduced in England in 1998 by the UK 
Labour government. Initial fees of £1,000 per course were introduced 
on a means-tested basis, meaning students from less well-off 
families paid nothing as they qualified for a maximum fee grant of 
£1,000. These fees were subsequently raised to £3,000 from 2006, 
and then most recently to a maximum of £9,000 from 2012. Tuition 
fees have always been controversial – attracting street protests when 
they were first introduced and again more recently following the 
raising of the maximum level to £9,000. However, their supporters 
argued that the introduction of fees was a necessary response to the 
financial challenges of a mass system of higher education.

• 2. These arrangements apply only to students from Scotland at Scottish higher-education 
institutions or (for complicated reasons) the EU outside the UK.NatCen Social Research
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So what does the English public think about the principle that 
students or their families should pay towards the costs of university 
tuition? Since 2004, British Social Attitudes has asked respondents 
which of three views comes closest to their own about university or 
college students paying towards the costs of their tuition:

All students or their families should pay towards the costs of 
their tuition
Some students or their families should pay towards the costs 
of their tuition, depending on their circumstances
No students or their families should pay towards the costs of 
their tuition

Table 1 shows that, in spite of the controversy surrounding their 
introduction, in fact most people in England appear to accept the 
principle that at least some students or families should have to pay 
tuition fees. In 2013 (the most recent year in which this question was 
asked), around one in ten (11%) felt that all students should pay fees, 
while a further two in three (67%) felt that at least some should. Only 
around one in five (21%) were completely opposed to charging fees. 
Moreover, this picture has been fairly consistent since the question 
was first asked in 2004.

While the 2010 findings indicated a slight increase in support for fees 
after a possible dip in 2007, this pattern was not maintained and the 
findings for 2013 look very similar to those recorded in 2004. 

As noted in our introduction, the UK and Scottish Governments have 
taken very different directions on tuition fees in the years since 1999. 
But do these differences in policy reflect fundamental differences in 
public opinion north and south of the border? Comparing data from 
British Social Attitudes with data from her sister survey, Scottish 
Social Attitudes, suggests that they do not. As Tables 1 and 2 
show, although people in Scotland have been a little more likely 
than those in England to oppose fees, in fact the majority position 
there too is that at least some students should have to pay for their 
tuition. In 2013, only around a quarter of people in Scotland (26%) 
actually backed the Scottish Government’s policy of free tuition 
for all Scottish students studying in Scotland. So in this instance, 
policy differences between England and Scotland appear more a 
reflection of differences in elite political ideology than of fundamental 
differences in the direction of public opinion.

 
Table 1. Who should pay towards tuition costs?  2004-2013 (England only)

2004 2005 2007 2010 2012 2013
 

% % % % % %

All students/families should pay 11 9 8 13 12 11

Some students/families should pay 66 67 66 70 68 67

No students/families should pay 22 22 25 16 19 21
 

Unweighted base 2690 1796 2626 913 1854 925
 

 Just 21% are 
completely opposed to 
charging fees. 
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* In 2000 and 2003, the question asked whether or not people supported students/their families 
paying fees while studying. An additional question, which asked about paying fees after graduation, 
showed slightly higher support in those years for universal payment (12% in 2000 and 14% in 
2003). In subsequent years, a single question was asked about paying fees either while studying or 
after the student had finished.

The introduction of tuition fees in England in 1998 was accompanied 
by the abolition of student maintenance grants, and their replacement 
with state-subsidised loans to cover both fees and the cost of living 
while at university. Maintenance grants for less well-off students were 
subsequently reintroduced in 2004. How does the public view these 
two components of student finance? 

Table 3 indicates that views of grants have remained fairly consistent 
at around a quarter since British Social Attitudes first asked about 
them in 1995, although the proportion saying all students should get 
grants to help cover their living costs did appear to dip in 2010 and 
2012 (to 21%) before increasing again in 2014 (to 26%). In 2014, a 
further two thirds (65%) think that some students should get grants, 
and only around one in twenty (4%) that there should be no grants at 
all. So while the abolition of grants in 1999 did not appear popular, 
the broad principles of the current system, where grants are provided 
on a means-tested basis, appears to have continuing majority 
support. However, since all the earlier systems involved means-
testing too (whether pre-1998 or even further back to the grants that 
were introduced after 1962), these figures cannot necessarily be 
interpreted as endorsing the details of the current system. They show 
only that people want there to be some connection between public 
financial support and students’ needs.

Views of student loans have changed more over time. When the 
question was first asked, in 1995, only a quarter of people felt that 
“students should be expected to take out loans to cover their living 
costs”, while almost two thirds felt they should not. Views on loans 
remained fairly negative in 2000 (two years after their introduction), 
but by 2010 public opinion was evenly divided, with 43% believing 
students should be expected to take out loans and 42% that they 
should not. The 2014 figures suggest that support for the principle 
of student loans to help with living costs has, if anything, grown 
slightly stronger since 2010 – 46% felt students should be expected 
to take them out (up from 43% in 2010, though this increase is not 
statistically significant) and just 37% that they should not (down from 
42% in 2010). As a result, in 2014, for the first time, the proportion 
who think that students should be expected to take out loans has 

 
Table 2. Who should pay towards tuition costs?  2000-2013 (Scotland only, source: Scottish 
Social Attitudes)

2000* 2003* 2007 2010 2013
 

% % % % %

All students/families should pay 5 5 6 8 9

Some students/families should pay 56 63 63 71 64

No students/families should pay 38 29 30 20 26
 

Unweighted base 1663 1508 1508 1495 1497
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exceeded the proportion who think they should not. As Zimdars et al 
(2012) suggested, this increased acceptance perhaps reflects the by 
now long-standing economic and political reality of student loans as 
a component of student finance throughout the UK.

Expanding horizons – attitudes to 
university expansion
The introduction of tuition fees and changes to the system of grants 
and loans available to students are all responses to the problem 
of how to finance a system that was once the preserve of an elite 
minority but which now provides higher education for almost half of 
England’s young people. The expansion in higher education in the 
UK since the 1960s has indeed been quite astonishing (Blanden and 
Machin, 2013; Halsey, 2000; Department for Business Innovation 
and Skills, 2014). When the Robbins Committee on higher education 
reported in 1963 – recommending expansion – only around 8% of the 
age cohort entered higher education. That had doubled by the mid-
1970s, and doubled again by the mid-1990s. The Labour government 
elected in 1997 set a target of 50% participation by 2010, a level that 
was nearly reached when participation in England reached 49% in 
2011. In Scotland, it had been surpassed already in the early part of 
the decade (Scottish Funding Council, 2013). 

British Social Attitudes has measured public attitudes to higher 
education expansion since 1983, asking:

Do you feel that opportunities for young people in Britain to 
go on to higher education – to a university or college – should 
be increased or reduced, or are they at about the right level 
now?

 
Table 3. Views on higher education loan and grants, 1995-2014 (England only)

1995 2000 2010 2012 2014
 

Should students get grants to help cover their living 
costs? % % % % %

All students 29 27 21 21 26

Some students 66 67 70 70 65

No grants 2 1 4 3 4

It depends 2 4 4 5 5
 

Unweighted base 1041 959 913 1854 1626
 

Should students be expected to take out loans to 
cover their living costs? % % % % %

Should be expected 27 28 43 41 46

Should not be expected 63 58 42 41 37

It depends 8 12 13 16 16

 
Unweighted base 1041 959 913 1854 1626
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As Table 4 shows, support for expanding opportunities to attend 
higher education remained above 40% (but rarely over 50%) from the 
early 1980s to the early 2000s. Support then fell dramatically in 2004, 
to 33% (from 50% the previous year), before recovering to 41% by 
2007. It has fluctuated since, falling back to 35% in 2010, increasing 
to 46% in 2012, and falling back slightly to 39% in 2014. 

It is not possible on the basis of this fluctuating trend to conclude 
– as Zimdars et al tentatively did in the 28th British Social Attitudes 
Report - that support for expansion has definitively tailed off since 
the 1990s (when actual expansion of higher education places was 
occurring at its most rapid pace). However, what is clear from Table 
4 is that the proportion who feel that expansion has gone too far, and 
who would now like to see the number of higher education places 
reduced, has increased since this period, though it remains at a 
low level – from 3-5% between 1983 and 1999 to 10-17% since. 
Taken together with those who feel the current level of participation 
is about right, in 2014 59% felt that university expansion has gone 
far enough. This is somewhat higher than the level recorded in the 
1980s and 1990s, when between 46% and 54% felt higher education 
opportunities were either about right or should be reduced. 

Whatever the level of public support for the continued expansion 
of higher education places, it is clear that they do not necessarily 
see the link politicians make between charging tuition fees and 
supporting higher levels of participation in higher education. Analysis 
of views of expansion by views on tuition fees in 2012 shows that 
those who believe everyone should pay tuition fees are the most 
likely to think higher education opportunities should be reduced 
(22%, compared with 10% of those who think no students should 
pay fees). Meanwhile, those who think no students should have 
to pay are most likely to think that higher education opportunities 
should be increased (56%, compared with 32% of those who think 

 
Table 4. Views on the level of higher education participation, 1983-2014 (selected years, 
England only)

1983 1987 1993 1999 2003 2004
 

Opportunities for young people to go on to 
higher education … % % % % % %

… should be increased 44 52 48 43 50 33

… are at the right level 49 43 47 48 37 47

… should be reduced 5 3 3 4 10 17
 

Unweighted base 1495 2402 1260 920 2767 2690
 

2005 2006 2007 2010 2012 2014
 

Opportunities for young people to go on to 
higher education … % % % % % %

… should be increased 37 39 41 35 46 39

… are at the right level 46 46 45 46 38 47

… should be reduced 15 13 13 16 14 12
 

Unweighted base 1796 2775 2626 913 1854 1626
 

 59% think university 
expansion has gone far 
enough. 
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all students should pay fees). These findings are very similar to those 
reported by Zimdars et al in their chapter in the 28th British Social 
Attitudes Report (2012). Perhaps those who favour expansion and 
oppose fees simply regard university education as an unambiguous 
public good, to be paid for from the public purse, whereas those 
who favour fees and oppose expansion are more of the opinion that 
the private benefit to graduates outweighs any public benefit from 
(further) state investment.

Given that opinion seems to be quite evenly balanced on whether 
there should be more opportunities to enter higher education, how 
do people feel about the number of graduates in the labour market? 
A new question included for the first time in British Social Attitudes 
2014 indicates that opinion is divided on this question – while 38% 
think the number of recent graduates is about right, 43% think there 
are too many and 13% that there are not enough. Thus more people 
appear to feel there are more graduates than the job market needs 
(43%) than feel opportunities for young people to go on to higher 
education should be reduced (12%). As many as one quarter (24%) 
of people who think there are too many graduates still say they want 
more opportunities for young people to enter higher education. This 
contrast suggests quite a widespread awareness of the distinction 
drawn by economic analysis between the individual and social 
returns of higher education: individuals might benefit from expanding 
higher education (especially through gaining access to better 
earnings) even if the economy as a whole might not be expected to 
do so (Psachaparopoulos and Patrinos, 2004; Room, 2002).

Do we value higher education?
Once individuals have to pay for a service directly, rather than 
indirectly through general taxation, questions about the value of that 
service perhaps inevitably become more acute. A price tag of up 
to £27,000 for a three year degree might lead some to decide that 
a vocational rather than an academic route is now better value for 
money. 

One way of measuring the perceived value of higher education is 
to compare the value people place on academic results with that 
associated with practical skills and training. British Social Attitudes 
2014 repeated a question included on a number of occasions since 
2005 which asks people to decide which route gives people more 
opportunities and choices in life – having good practical skills and 
training or having good academic results. Table 5 shows that since 
2005, only a minority of people in England have believed that good 
academic results provide the most opportunities. Moreover, this 
group appears to be shrinking – from 22% in 2005 to 13% in 2014. 
Although the trend in the proportion favouring good practical skills 
is less clear (increasing up to 2009 before falling back again), these 
findings indicate that the balance between those who favour practical 
skills and those who favour academic results has shifted further in 
favour of the former in the decade since 2005. 

 43% think there are 
too many graduates in the 
UK labour market. 

 A minority think good 
academic results provide 
the most opportunities. 
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British Social Attitudes 2014 also asked people more directly whether 
or not they felt that getting a degree represents good value for 
money. While 28% felt it did, 51% felt it did not, while 18% felt it 
depended on the degree. We do not have earlier measures for this 
question so cannot say whether or not this represents a change in 
the perceived value of higher education. However, it is clear that in 
2014 the public is divided on whether or not a university degree is an 
investment worth making.

A fair price to pay?
As noted in our introduction to this paper, one of the key criticisms 
of the introduction of tuition fees in England was that they would 
deter students from less well-off backgrounds disproportionately. It 
was also claimed that requiring students from less well-off families 
to take out loans would be discouraging because, allegedly, people 
from social groups which were under-represented in higher education 
were averse to debt. Nicholas Barr (2010), for example, noted that “a 
widespread and central argument was that variable fees would deter 
students from poorer backgrounds, making higher education even 
more the province of the rich.” 

But, Barr notes (from careful analysis of data on patterns of entry), 
“that has not happened” (Barr, 2010: 14, 17). That conclusion referred 
to the situation before the 2012 reforms in England, and it is still too 
soon to be sure about what has happened since then. Nevertheless, 
consistent with Barr’s comment, analysis of entry data from 2012-13 
by the Higher Education Funding Council for England showed that 
students from “the most disadvantaged areas (quintile 1) increased 
by 0.3 percentage points between 2011 and 2012, while the entry 
rate3 for those in the most advantaged areas (quintile 5) decreased 
by 2.2 percentage points” (HEFCE, 2013: 19).4 On the other hand, 
inequality of access remained wide: the entry rate from the most 
advantaged areas was still at around 45%, whereas that from the 
least advantaged areas was only about 15% (UCAS, 2012: 68-9). 
So criticisms of the perceived accessibility of higher education for 

 
Table 5. More opportunities from practical skills/training or academic results?   
2005-2014 (England only)

2005 2006 2009 2014
 

In the long-run, which do you think gives people more 
opportunities and choice in life? % % % %

Having good practical skills & training 45 49 60 51

Having good academic results 22 16 18 13

(Mixture/it depends) 33 35 22 35
 

Unweighted base 1796 2775 2917 1626
 

 51% think a degree 
does not represent good 
value for money. 

• 3. The entry rate is defined to be ‘the proportion of the relevant 18-year-old population who are 
accepted for entry’ to higher education through UCAS.

• 4. Note that these figures are based on data at area rather than individual or household level, 
which could reduce the strength of the association between ‘disadvantage’ and participation 
– that is, we have no way of knowing from this data whether those from disadvantaged areas 
who attend university are, at an individual/family level, relatively well-off or not.NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 32 | Higher Education 62



young people from poorer backgrounds remain. How fair does the 
public believe the current system of student funding in England to 
be? British Social Attitudes 2014 included several new questions that 
explored this issue. 

First, respondents were asked to consider two young people with 
the same grades who were offered a place at university. They were 
asked to consider the financial cost involved and say which they 
thought would be more likely to take up the place – a young person 
from a well-off background, or a young person from a less well-off 
background, or would both be equally likely? A clear majority – 57% 
- believed the young person from a well-off background would be 
more likely to take up the place. Just 4% thought the young person 
from a less well-off background would be more likely to attend, while 
35% said they would be equally likely to accept the offer. This pattern 
of answers could be interpreted in a variety of ways, and does not 
necessarily show that respondents believe that young people from 
less well-off backgrounds are deterred by new costs. Respondents 
may simply believe that the very long-standing socio-economic 
gap in entry rates is impervious to change. Nevertheless, we can at 
least say that there is no apparent belief that these inequalities have 
disappeared as a result of recent policies. 

A similar, although slightly less clear-cut, picture emerges from 
responses to a question which asked people whether they agreed 
or disagreed that “a university education is affordable for all young 
people, regardless of their family background”. While 36% agreed 
with this statement, more – 50% - disagreed.

Meanwhile, a majority of people are supportive of the provision of 
means-tested grants to enable children from less well-off families 
to attend university – 60% agreed that it was either very fair (19%) 
or somewhat fair (40%) to support some children from less well-off 
families through grants when other children may have to take out 
loans. Just 25% thought such a system was either somewhat or very 
unfair. 

In combination then, the findings discussed above suggest that 
the public as a whole largely supports the principles underpinning 
the current system of higher education student finance – that some 
students should pay tuition fees, with grants provided for children 
from less well-off families. However, it is less clear that they believe 
the current system actually succeeds in removing the financial 
barriers to participation faced by students from less well-off families. 
This may reflect a lack of public understanding of the system of 
bursaries, loans and repayment arrangements currently available. 
Alternatively, perhaps the public shares the belief, discussed above, 
that young people from less well-off backgrounds will be deterred 
by the prospect of debt, no matter how favourable the terms of 
repayment may be.

One way of testing this assumption is to look at the views of those 
who are themselves from less affluent households. Examining 
attitudes to student funding by household income shows that it 
is not obvious that people who are themselves in less affluent 

 57% think a well-off 
young person would be 
more likely to take up a 
university place. 
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circumstances are disproportionately more likely to oppose the 
principle of tuition fees for some students (Table 6). Although (in 
2013) there was some minor variation, views on fees are almost the 
same regardless of income in the sense that in each group a very 
clear majority (around two thirds) believes that some students should 
pay. 

However, Table 7 shows there are some clear differences in attitudes 
to student loans between those on different incomes (in 2014). Those 
on low incomes are more likely to feel that students should not be 
expected to take out loans to help with living costs – 43% of those in 
the bottom quarter, compared with 30% of those in the top quarter. 
This may provide some evidence that those who are themselves 
on lower incomes are indeed somewhat more averse to the idea of 
student debt.

This conclusion may be rather surprising in the light of the evidence 
cited earlier that the new financial arrangements for students seem 
not to have disproportionately deterred people living in socially 
deprived areas from applying to higher education (or at least that they 
have been no more of a deterrent than any previous arrangements). 
The only sure way of reconciling this finding with what has actually 
happened – the apparent lack of any reluctance to take out loans – 
would be to ask if the respondents themselves had held a student 
loan. But in the absence of that, it may be that we have here an 
instance of a difference between ideological belief and actual 
choices. Graduates may have seen no option but to take out a loan 
even though disagreeing with the policy. Nevertheless, that would not 
be a matter of debt aversion so much as of debt disapproval.

 
Table 6. Who should pay towards tuition costs? 2013, by income group (England only)

Monthly household income:

Less 
than 

£1,200 
£1,201-
£2,200

£2,201-
£3,700

More 
than 

£3,700
 

% % % %

All students/families should pay 8 13 8 16

Some students/families should pay 67 67 69 64

No students/families should pay 23 19 22 20
 

Unweighted base 228 167 156 183
 

 Those on low incomes 
are more likely to think 
students shouldn’t have 
to take out a loan. 

 
Table 7. Should students be expected to take out loans?  2014, by income group (England only)

Monthly household income:

Less 
than 

£1,200 
£1,201-
£2,200

£2,201-
£3,700

More 
than 

£3,700
 

% % % %

Should be expected 37 43 46 57

Should not be expected 43 41 37 30

It depends 18 15 16 12
 

Unweighted base 395 318 314 321
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In the remainder of this paper we explore how attitudes to higher 
education – particularly to student finance and university expansion – 
vary across other social groups, starting with age.

A generational divide in attitudes to 
university education?
Young people studying for degrees now might reasonably be 
expected to have quite different expectations of higher education 
from their parents. Their parents mostly grew up in a period when 
higher education was free at the point of studying for those who 
had gained the necessary grades from school to enter. For this 
parental generation, gaining these grades and entering university 
was a decidedly minority experience, paid for by much higher rates 
of general taxation than today. Their children, in contrast, are much 
more likely to enter university but most (in England at least) will have 
to pay directly for the tuition they receive there. 

Have these diverse changes between generations affected the 
value which people place on higher education? Analysis of views on 
whether or not people think getting a degree represents good value 
for money suggests that young people are indeed skeptical about 
this proposition – just 24% of those aged under 40 think it does. 
However, many of their parents’ generation are similarly skeptical – 
just 27% of those aged 40-59 think a degree is value for money. It is 
only among those aged over 70 where significantly higher numbers 
(37% of 70-79 year-olds and 40% of those aged 80 or older) believe 
a university education is good value (Table 8). 

However, in spite of this apparent scepticism about the value of 
gaining a degree, young people are nonetheless more likely to want 
higher education opportunities to be increased. Almost half (47%) 
of those aged under 40 think the opportunities for young people to 
go to higher education should be increased, compared with 24-33% 
of those aged over 50, who are more likely to feel the current level 

 
Table 8. Whether think a degree is value for money, by age, 2014 (England only)

Do you think getting a degree represents good value for money?

Yes No
It depends on 

the degree
Unweighted 

bases
 

Age group

 8-29 % 24 57 16 194

 30-39 % 24 56 15 237

40-49 % 27 55 14 316

50-59 % 27 47 22 265

60-69 % 31 46 19 292

70-79 % 37 36 24 220

 80+ % 40 35 18 96
 

All % 28 51 18 1626
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of higher education provision is about right (Table 9). This difference 
in attitudes might reflect older people’s awareness of the massive 
expansion in university places over their lifetimes. Alternatively, 
perhaps it simply reflects the fact that older people are less likely 
than younger people to benefit directly from any further expansion of 
places.

Leaving aside whether or not they believe a degree is in itself value 
for money, how do young people view the current arrangements for 
paying for it? In fact, there is little clear variation by age in attitudes 
to either the principle of tuition fees or to the availability of student 
maintenance grants – young people are not significantly more likely 
than those in older age groups to support universal free tuition or 
universal maintenance grants. And when it comes to student loans, 
it appears that younger generations are in fact more accepting of 
this idea than their parents and grandparents may be – 52% of 
those aged 18-29 think students should be expected to take out 
loans to pay for their living costs, falling to 39%-42% of those aged 
60 or older (Table 10).5 Perhaps different generations’ expectations 
around university finance are shaped by the actual political realities 
that apply when they are in their late teens (one way in which policy 
shifts can eventually come to be accepted as a norm, as younger 
generations replace older ones).

 
Table 9. Views on the level of higher education participation, by age, 2014 (England only)

Higher education opportunities …

Should be 
increased

Are about 
right

Should be 
reduced

Unweighted 
bases

 

Age group

18-29 % 47 41 11 194

 30-39 % 47 40 10 237

40-49 % 44 44 11 316

50-59 % 33 50 16 265

60-69 % 31 51 15 292

70-79 % 24 59 17 220

 80+ % 33 58 4 96
 

All % 39 47 12 1626
 

• 5. Note however that differences by age are only marginally statistically significant (p < 0.10).NatCen Social Research
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Table 10. Attitudes to student loans, by age, 2014 (England only)

Should students be expected to take out loans to cover living costs?

Students 
should be 
expected 

to take out 
loans

Students 
should not 

be expected 
to take out 

loans It depends
Unweighted 

bases
 

Age group

 18-29 % 52 36 12 194

 30-39 % 50 33 15 237

 40-49 % 48 37 13 316

 50-59 % 44 40 15 265

60-69 % 39 37 22 292

70-79 % 42 39 18 220

 80+ % 39 36 23 96
 

 All % 46 37 16 1626
 

Graduate attitudes to higher education
Analysis of British Social Attitudes findings from the mid-1990s by 
Rootes and Heath (1995) suggested that at that point in time, when 
the number of university places was expanding rapidly, graduates 
were particularly likely to support this policy. However, more recent 
analysis by Zimdars et al (2012) suggested that this position had 
begun to reverse – that those who had themselves benefited from 
higher education were becoming inclined to feel that there were now 
too many people studying for degrees. Their analysis showed that in 
2010 as many as 30% of graduates felt that opportunities for higher 
education should be reduced, compared with just 11% of those 
with no qualifications. Perhaps one of the consequences of mass 
expansion of higher education has been the emergence of a strand 
of opinion among graduates that wishes to restrict opportunity for 
the next generation in the belief that, with ever-widening access, 
there is a risk that the social and economic benefit to an individual of 
having a degree diminishes. What do the 2014 findings tell us about 
the views of graduates compared with those with lower levels of 
educational qualification?

In fact, the data provides rather less support than that collected 
in 2010 for the idea that graduates wish to pull up the drawbridge 
behind them with respect to the further expansion of university 
places. While it is true that graduates remain more likely than those 
with no qualifications to say that the opportunities available to young 
people to study in higher education ought to be reduced (18% for 
those with a degree compared with 6% with no qualifications), 
the gap between the two is smaller than in 2010 (12 percentage 
points compared with 19 in 2010). Moreover, the proportion of 
graduates holding this view has fallen by 12 percentage points 
on the 2010 figure (from 30% to 18%). So while graduates are no 
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longer as supportive of further expansion as they were in the mid-
1990s, and are certainly no longer the group most supportive of 
continued growth, there is no evidence that their views are becoming 
increasingly hard on this front. 

It is similarly difficult to conclude that graduates are more likely than 
any other group to want to increase the costs of higher education 
(which could be viewed as an alternative way of restricting access – 
although of course, as we have noted, this depends on the precise 
mechanisms for paying for fees and loans). It is true that graduates 
are, if anything, more likely than those qualified to a lower level to 
think that students should have to take out loans for living costs: 
in 2014, 54% of graduates, compared with 40% of those with 
no qualifications, believed this. However, there was no difference 
between graduates and non-graduates with regard to fees: in 2013, 
67% of graduates and 65% of people with no qualifications thought 
that some students should pay fees.6

Following the party line?
Before we come to our conclusions, it seems appropriate in a 
general election year to examine whether the public’s views on this 
issue match those of the political parties with which they claim to 
identify.  Of course, in truth there is no real difference between the 
three largest English parties in the UK Parliament elected in 2010 
with regards to the general principle of tuition fees – none any longer 
oppose them. 

Labour has faced a dilemma in the run-up to the 2015 election 
of whether or not to continue with its earlier policy of reducing 
maximum fees back to £6,000. While British Social Attitudes did 
not ask about the level of fees people think students should bear, 
in terms of general support for the principle of paying fees, Labour 
supporters look little different in their attitudes from supporters of the 
other main parties (Table 12). Labour supporters may be slightly less 

 
Table 11. Views on the level of higher education participation, by highest educational 
qualification, 2014 (England only)

Degree

Higher 
educ 

below 
degree

A-level/ 
equiv-

alen

O-level/ 
equiv-

alent None All
 

Higher education opportunities … % % % % % %

… should be increased 39 34 36 42 39 39

… are about right 42 50 51 44 52 47

… should be reduced 18 14 13 11 6 12
 

Unweighted base 339 192 254 443 360 1626
 

• 6. There were only relatively small differences in attitudes to tuition fees by respondents’ own 
level of education. Although graduates were more likely than those with no qualifications to say 
that all students or their families should pay fees (14% compared with 7%), their views were 
similar to those qualified to A-level (15%) or GCSE or equivalent. Graduates were least likely to 
support universal maintenance grants – 21% compared with 26-28% of other groups.

 54% of graduates 
think students should 
have to take out loans to 
cover living costs. 
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likely than Conservatives to believe that all students should pay and 
slightly more likely to say no students should pay, but the difference 
is slight compared with the general agreement that at least some 
students should pay. 

Likewise, for all the anguish which this issue has caused the Liberal 
Democrats in government, the proportion of their supporters who 
support some students paying fees has changed relatively little over 
time (75% in 2010, 73% in 2013 – although some caution is required 
in interpreting these findings given the small numbers of Liberal 
Democrat supporters in our sample). And if Liberal Democrats do not 
appear to have become any less opposed to fees since their party 
changed their position on this issue, the level of outright opposition 
to fees among Liberal Democrats was in truth never that high (14% of 
Liberal Democrats in 2010 thought no students should pay; in 2013 
the figure was 17%). The same is true of Labour, although here there 
is stronger evidence of a rise in the size of the minority who oppose 
fees (from 16% to 24%). But there has also been a small increase 
in the proportion of Conservatives who say no students should pay 
(from 11% in 2010 to 18% in 2013), and so the story is not one of 
changes that might be related to partisanship but rather of a slight 
rise across the board in opposition to fees. Support for getting rid of 
fees altogether is, however, a minority position among supporters of 
all the main parties and none. Given the general consensus across 
party lines that at least some students should pay fees, we might 
expect that the principle, if not the size, of tuition fees is unlikely to 
be an issue that seriously exercises a majority of voters in the run up 
to the May elections.

 
Table 12. Who should pay towards tuition costs, by party identification, 2013  (England only)

Conser-
vative Labour

Liberal 
Demo-

crat UKIP None All
 

% % % % % %

All students/families should pay 15 8 10 13 10 11

Some students/families should pay 64 68 73 75 62 67

No students/families should pay 18 24 17 12 27 21
 

Unweighted base 262 289 55 54 167 925
 

 
Table 13. Who should pay towards tuition costs, by party identification, 2010 (England only)

Conser-
vative Labour

Liberal 
Demo-

crat None All
 

% % % % %

All students/families should pay 15 14 11 10 13

Some students/families should pay 73 70 75 65 70

No students/families should pay 11 16 14 22 16
 

Unweighted base 270 249 125 162 913
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Where there is rather more difference between supporters of different 
parties is in relation to the continued expansion of higher education 
places. Although the Conservative Party continues to advocate 
this policy, in fact their supporters are least likely to support further 
growth in university places (28%, compared with 47% of Labour 
identifiers, 40% of Liberal Democrat identifiers, and 45% of those 
with no particular party affiliation).

The reluctance of people to follow their party’s lead is illustrated 
also in Scotland, in connection with fees (using data from the 2013 
Scottish Social Attitudes Survey). Even though the SNP government 
there has abolished fees for students from Scotland who attend 
Scottish universities, with the support of Scottish Labour and the 
Scottish Liberal Democrats, only 25% of SNP supporters favour 
that policy. And that proportion barely varies across the other 
parties in Scotland, from a high of 27% among Labour supporters 
to a low of 21% among Liberal Democrat supporters. In fact, SNP 
supporters have a pattern (7% all students should pay/67% some 
should pay/25% no students should pay) almost identical to Labour 
supporters in Scotland (8%/65%/27%). And Labour supporters 
in Scotland are themselves very similar in their views to Labour 
supporters in England, as shown in Table 13. Partisan and territorial 
differences in policies do not appear to reflect differences in popular 
views.

Conclusions
The question of student finance has had a rather peculiar history in 
recent political debate in Britain. It has generated very sharp partisan 
disagreement, high-profile divergence of policy between Scotland 
and the rest of the UK, and even, at one point, mass protests in the 
streets of London against fees. Yet, on the whole, it is not an issue 
that divides ordinary citizens. A consistent two thirds or more of 
people favour some students or their families paying fees, around 
one in ten favour fees for everyone, and about one in five oppose 
all fees, proportions that are barely affected by party allegiance, 
age, social class, or territory. Though opinion is more evenly divided 
on whether students ought to take out loans to finance their living 
costs while studying, only a quarter or fewer favour maintenance 
grants for everyone. It seems likely therefore that the new financial 

 
Table 14. Views on the level of higher education participation, by party identification, 2014 
(England only)

Conser-
vative Labour

Liberal 
Demo-

crat UKIP None All
 

Higher education opportunities … % % % % % %

… should be increased 28 47 40 32 45 39

… are about right 54 43 48 47 40 47

… should be reduced 17 9 11 21 9 12
 

Unweighted base 466 448 87 172 265 1626
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regime in England – combining loans for both tuition fees and living 
costs – could be here to stay. It also seems likely that the Scottish 
arrangements could come under pressure to move in the direction of 
those in England, since Scottish public opinion is almost identical to 
that elsewhere. 

A circumstance such as this gives the new government elected in 
May 2015 a great deal of scope, provided their policies do not cut 
across the equally widespread belief that opportunities for young 
people to go on to higher education should not be reduced. Indeed, 
with two out of five people believing that access should be even 
further extended than at present, it could be a political risk for any 
new government to bring an end to expansion. And since expansion 
entails costs that must be borne, either by individuals or the state, 
we can safely conclude that the issue of higher education finance will 
remain politically charged for many years to come.
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Benefits and welfare
Long-term trends or short-term reactions?
British Social Attitudes has been tracking changing attitudes to the welfare state for over 
30 years. This paper examines long-term trends in attitudes to spending on welfare in 
general and on specific groups of claimants in particular. It also assesses whether and how 
public opinion has shifted over the more recent period since 2010, when a combination 
of government policies aimed at reducing welfare spending and the continuing economic 
impacts of the recession of 2007-8 might have been expected to lead to shorter-term 
changes in attitudes – either among the public as a whole or among those who identify with 
particular political parties.

Public support for welfare spending has been in long-term 
decline 
The last five years have seen, at most, a very small reversal of the long-term decline in support for 
welfare spending.

• Support for increasing taxes and spending more on health, education and social benefits fell 
from 63% in 2002 to 32% by 2010 – and had only increased slightly to 37% by 2014.

• The level of agreement with spending more on welfare benefits for the poor fell from 61% in 
1989 to 27% in 2009, and remained low, at 30% in 2014.

Some benefits are more popular than others
When it comes to extra spending on benefits, the public is far more likely to prioritise pensions 
and benefits for disabled people, and far less likely to prioritise spending on benefits for single 
parents or unemployed people. 

• Sixty seven per cent place spending on pensions first or second in their priorities for extra 
spending on welfare, followed by 60% who chose benefits for disabled people.

• In contrast, just 13% said benefits for unemployed people should be one of the top two 
priorities for additional spending.

There is a widening gap between Conservative and Labour 
supporters
Since 2010, those who identify with the Labour Party have become more supportive of spending 
more on welfare and more sympathetic to the unemployed, while the views of Conservatives have 
changed less or not at all.

• In 2014, just 17% of Conservative identifiers agreed with spending more on welfare, 
compared with 44% of Labour supporters.

• Seventy one per cent of Conservative identifiers believe that benefits for unemployed people 
are too high and discourage work, compared with just 38% of those who identify with Labour.

• In both cases, the gap in attitudes was wider in 2014 than it was in 2010.
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Introduction 
Reform of the welfare state has been a key plank of Conservative 
policy since the party, with its Liberal Democrat coalition partners, 
took power in 2010. Their policies – aimed at reducing ‘welfare 
dependency’ and reversing an alleged ‘tidal wave of worklessness’ 
(Conservative Party, 2010) – have been associated with widespread 
controversy. On the one hand, the Work and Pensions Secretary Iain 
Duncan Smith has claimed that the changes make the system fairer 
by (i) ensuring that work always pays more than benefits, and (ii) 
supporting those who are able to work to find a job, while sanctioning 
those who refuse to ‘play by the rules’ (Department for Work and 
Pensions, 2010). On the other hand, critics claim it has removed the 
‘safety net’ for the poorest families and exacerbated hardship and 
poverty (e.g. see Taylor-Gooby, 2013).

The reforms introduced since 2010 have been wide-ranging. Key 
policies include: 
• Abolishing (in April 2013) the spare-room subsidy (a policy 

commonly referred to by critics as ‘the bedroom tax’), meaning 
that housing benefit was reduced for working age benefit 
claimants in social housing who were deemed to have one or 
more spare bedrooms.

• The introduction of a benefit cap, again from April 2013. This was 
intended to ensure that benefit claimants receive no more than 
the average household income after tax, by capping the total 
level of benefits a household can receive, currently at £26,000 per 
year for couples and single parent households with dependent 
children, and £18,200 per year for single adult households with no 
dependent children.

• The introduction of Universal Credit (UC). This policy was 
introduced in the North West of England in 2013 and was 
gradually expanded to a small number of other areas in 2014, 
following delays in initial plans for its roll out. UC is being 
expanded nationally in 2015.

• A revised system of sanctions has been introduced – claimants 
could lose part, or in some cases all of their benefit for a period if 
they do not comply with requirements designed to get them into 
work or to increase their earnings.

• Changes to benefit uprating – from April 2013, the main rates of 
most working age benefits and tax credits were set to rise by 1% 
a year, rather than in line with inflation, effectively cutting the real 
value of many benefits.

• The introduction of measures to limit migrants’ access to benefits. 
For example,  EU jobseekers can now only claim Jobseeker’s 
Allowance, Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit for three months 
(unless they can provide compelling evidence that they still have a 
genuine prospect of work). 

• For the state pension, a ‘triple lock’ was introduced in 2011, 
which guarantees that the state pension will rise by either 
earnings, prices, or 2.5% - whichever is higher. So pensioners 
are a key group of benefits claimants who have arguably become 
better off since 2010.
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As we approach a general election in 2015, welfare reform remains 
at the heart of current political debate. The Conservative Party is 
committed to continuing the current programme of reform. At the 
same time, the Labour Party is also now taking a tough line on 
elements of the welfare state, including retaining the benefit cap 
and introducing a compulsory jobs guarantee, whereby those who 
are able to work must take up job offers or risk losing their benefits 
(Helm, 2013). However, Labour has also pledged to reinstate the 
spare room subsidy and to increase the minimum wage. 

But of course, how the public responds to these various policy offers 
at the ballot box will depend on how it now views the welfare state 
as a whole and its individual components. In this paper, we use data 
from the British Social Attitudes survey to look at attitudes to the 
welfare state and how much they have changed over the years, with 
a particular focus on the years from 2010-2014. We consider whether 
the changes in policy of the last five years are reflected in changes in 
public opinion – either softening in response to cuts and sanctions on 
claimants, or perhaps hardening in response to the arguments about 
being ‘tough and fair’ on claimants now being made by politicians 
on both sides of the divide. At the same time, reforms since 2010 
followed a deep recession in Britain in 2007-2008, and have taken 
place against a backdrop of ongoing economic uncertainty and 
sluggish growth in jobs and wages. This too may have had an impact 
on views – either increasing sympathy for those who might have lost 
their jobs as a result of recession, or, perhaps, hardening attitudes 
towards those who rely on the state when government spending is 
already squeezed.

British Social Attitudes has included questions on attitudes to the 
welfare state over many years. In this paper, we examine attitudes to:
• Public spending on the welfare state in general.
• Attitudes to spending on specific groups of claimants – 

pensioners, the unemployed, disabled people, single parents and 
child benefits.

• Attitudes to specific policies introduced since 2010, including the 
benefit cap and restrictions to benefits for migrants, as well as 
perceptions of the overall fairness and effectiveness of the current 
system.

In this election year, we then focus particularly on examining the 
extent and nature of partisan divides in attitudes to welfare. As we 
have seen above, on some areas of welfare policy, there is arguably 
less to separate the Conservative and Labour parties than there was 
prior to 2010. But are the views of their supporters distinctive, and 
have any partisan divides among the public become more or less 
intense over the last four years?

General attitudes to public spending and 
welfare
Before we consider attitudes to welfare benefits and those who 
receive them in particular, we first consider people’s more general 
views about whether too much or too little is spent on welfare and 
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public services – and whether taxes accordingly are too high or too 
low. Ever since its first survey in 1983, British Social Attitudes has 
asked its respondents whether taxes and public spending should go 
up, go down or stay at the same level as they are now. The question 
reads:

Suppose the government had to choose between the three 
options on this card. Which do you think it should choose?

• Reduce taxes and spend less on health, education and 
social benefits

• Keep taxes and spending on these services at the same 
level as now

• Increase taxes and spend more on health, education and 
social benefits

Previous analysis of British Social Attitudes data (Curtice, 2010) 
has indicated that public responses to this question act like a 
‘thermostat’. As a room gets warmer or colder, we want to turn the 
heat down or up, even if our ideal temperature is unchanged. When 
it comes to public spending, this would mean that when people think 
spending is being increased, they may be more likely to want to 
reduce the level of public spending, even if their view about the ideal 
level is unchanged. Conversely, if they think the level of spending is 
falling, they may be more likely to want it to increase again. 

This ‘thermostatic’ reaction could clearly be seen in the 1980s, 
when public spending fell in real terms as a percentage of GDP and 
support for increasing both taxes and public spending increased 
steadily, from 32% in 1983 to 65% by 1991 (Figure 11). It then 
fluctuated between 58% and 63% for the remainder of the 1990s. 
Support for increasing taxes and public spending remained above 
50% until 2004 and was 63% as recently as 2002. However, from 
2004 onwards support for a policy of higher tax and spend began 
to tail off. Curtice (2010) has argued that this was a ‘thermostatic’ 
response to the higher levels of public spending in the second two 
terms of Labour Government. By 2010, when the Coalition took 
office, just 32% wanted to see higher levels of taxation and spending 
– a figure some 18 percentage points lower than that recorded a 
decade earlier. The dominant view from 2007 onwards was simply 
that the level of taxes and spending should be kept the same – very 
few actually reported wanting cuts in the level of tax and spend. 

So what of the picture since 2010, when public spending has fallen 
back as a share of GDP (albeit remaining above the level it was 
for most of the previous three decades)? Figure 1 shows a slight 
reassertion in support for higher spending – up 5 percentage points 
from 32% in 2010 to 37% in 2014. However, this increase is clearly 
minor compared to that of the late-1980s: the overall picture remains 
that most people (52% in 2014) think taxes and spending should 
remain at the level they are now at. The ‘thermostat effect’ appears 
to have been weaker in recent years, with spending cuts no longer 
immediately followed by demands for higher spending. Perhaps the 
more challenging economic climate following the recession of the 
late 2000s, in combination with rhetoric from the largest political 
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parties about keeping far tighter control over public spending, has 
resulted in a weakening of any link in the mind of the public between 
current spending levels and preferences for future spending levels. 
Or perhaps the fact that spending on health and schools has been 
largely protected from spending cuts means that potential public 
concern about overall spending levels has been assuaged. In 
any event, support for actually reducing the overall level of public 
spending on areas like health, education and social benefits certainly 
remains low – 7% in 2014. 

Figure 1. Attitudes to taxation and spending on health, education and social benefits, 1983–

2014, and public spending as a percentage of GDP

Public spending %GDP source: UK Public Spending

The data on which Figure 1 is based can be found in Table A.1 in the appendix to this paper. 

Attitudes to welfare benefits

The question discussed above invites people to think about spending 
on public services in general (and the taxes to pay for them) rather 
than the money that the government hands over to individuals in the 
form of welfare payments. To assess how people feel about these in 
particular we can examine how people respond when invited to say 
whether they agree or disagree with the following three statements: 

• The government should spend more money on welfare 
benefits for the poor, even if it leads to higher taxes

• Cutting welfare benefits would damage too many people’s 
lives

• Many people who get social security don’t really deserve 
any help

In contrast to the seemingly cyclical pattern of attitudes to spending 
on services in general, public support for spending more on welfare 
benefits in particular has been in long-term decline (see Figure 
2). In 1989, 61% agreed that the government should spend more 
on welfare; by 2009, this figure was just 27%. There was an initial 
slight recovery in public support for welfare in the early years of 

 37% want more taxes 
and spending – up just 5 
percentage points since 
2010. 
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the Coalition – by 2013, 36% said they supported more spending. 
However, this figure has now dropped again, to 30%. So while the 
long-term trend towards a less generous public attitude to welfare 
spending may have bottomed out, on this evidence it appears to 
be showing little sign of reversing in response to either a harsher 
economic climate or tighter government policies on benefit levels and 
entitlements.

A second question, on whether cutting welfare benefits would 
damage too many people’s lives, has been included since 2000; here 
too, public attitudes appear to have become harder. In 2000, 59% 
agreed that cutting benefits could have such detrimental effects; 
by 2010, this figure had fallen by 17 percentage points to 42%. The 
level of agreement that cutting benefits damages lives has increased 
slightly since, to 46% in 2014 (20% disagree, 32% neither agree nor 
disagree), but again the extent of any recent reversal appears to be 
very modest.
 
In contrast, there has been no consistent trend when people are 
asked whether “many people on social security don’t really deserve 
any help”. Just under one in three (32%) agree with that view, which 
was also the position when the question was first asked in 1987 
(31%). While it has fluctuated a little over the intervening 27 years, 
there is no obvious pattern. It seems that the principle that those who 
have fallen on hard times should get some help is just as popular 
(or unpopular) as it has ever been. What the public appear to have 
become more circumspect about is whether additional money should 
be spent on implementing that principle.

Figure 2. Attitudes to welfare benefits, 1987–2014

The data on which Figure 2 is based can be found in Table A.2 in the appendix to this paper.

Broadly speaking then, recent government policies which have 
sought to constrain the overall level of public spending and to 
minimise spending on welfare in particular, appear to have reflected 
the general direction of public opinion prior to 2010. Meanwhile, any 
reversal in this lower level of support for increased public spending 

 Only 30% want more 
Government spending on 
welfare for the poor. 
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and welfare spending has been at best muted. As we enter an 
election year, it appears that the public would be reluctant to accept 
a blanket policy of higher taxes and spending or higher spending on 
welfare. 

But of course, ‘welfare’ encompasses a very wide range of benefits 
targeted at a number of different groups in society. Perhaps the 
public would be happier to see spending increased on some specific 
groups of benefit recipients rather than others.

Attitudes to spending on different groups
To examine whether people’s views of welfare spending on different 
groups are indeed different, British Social Attitudes asks people 
to choose from a list of benefits targeted at specific groups which 
would be their first and second priorities for extra spending on 
social benefits. The benefits listed are: retirement pensions, child 
benefits, benefits for the unemployed, benefits for disabled people, 
and benefits for single parents. Previous analysis of British Social 
Attitudes data (e.g. Pearce and Taylor, 2013) has indicated that 
people are broadly supportive of benefits that are likely to be 
available to many people across the course of their lives (like state 
pensions and child benefits) and of benefits for disabled people. 
However, they are less likely to support increasing spending on more 
targeted benefits for people of working-age (e.g. benefits for the 
unemployed and for single parents). 

This is certainly the picture emerging in Figure 3. In every year this 
question has been asked, retirement benefits have topped people’s 
priorities for extra government spending, followed by spending on 
benefits for disabled people. At the same time, in every year since 
1994, benefits for the unemployed and for single parents has come 
bottom of the public’s priorities for extra spending. Over the longer 
term, to the mid-late 2000s, support for additional spending on 
pensions increased, from 64% in 1983 to a high of 80% in 2005. 
The numbers prioritising extra spending on child benefits also 
increased between 1983 and 2007, from 20% to 42%. In contrast, 
the proportion prioritising extra spending on the unemployed, while 
never particularly high, declined further, from 35% in 1984 to just 7% 
in 2007.

Looking in more detail at the period since 2010, two key findings 
emerge. First, the relative priority given to these five areas of welfare 
spending has changed very little –  retirement pension remains the 
benefit the public most favours spending any extra money on, while 
benefits for unemployed people remains bottom of their priority list. 
However, there is some evidence that changes in the actual levels 
of welfare spending on particular groups may have had a marginal 
impact on public views of where further spending should now go. 
For example, the proportion saying that pensions would be their first 
or second priority for extra spending has fallen slightly, from 78% 
in 2007 (the last point prior to the 2010 election when this question 
was asked) to 67% in 2014. This may reflect real improvements in 
pensioners’ living standards and, perhaps, a general awareness of 

 Support for pensions 
getting extra spending 
has fallen, but they 
remain top of the list. 
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policies (like the ‘Triple Lock’) that have protected the rate of the 
state pension (although the age at which one can claim pension has 
also increased). 

The value of benefits for unemployed people has fallen in real 
terms as a result of the change in the level of uprating, set at 
1% a year, which was below the rate of inflation at the time this 
uprating decision was set. And the proportion of people that think 
that benefits for unemployed people should be the focus of extra 
government spending has increased slightly – from 7% in 2007 to 
13% in 2014. Meanwhile, the proportion favouring extra spending 
on benefits for disabled people has increased during the tenure of 
the Coalition (from 53% in 2010 to 60% in 2014), a result, perhaps, 
of controversy created by government policies designed to achieve 
‘a 20% reduction in caseload and expenditure’ in Disability Living 
Allowance (HM Treasury 2010, p.36; Harrington, 2012; Public 
Accounts Committee, 2013) (although the increase was first in 
evidence in 2012 when our survey coincided with - but largely 
preceded2 - the London Paralympics  that may have had a positive 
impact on attitudes to people with disabilities (ONS, 2014)).

Figure 3. Priorities for extra spending on social benefits, 1983–2014

The data on which Figure 3 is based can be found in Table A.3 in the appendix to this paper.

Meanwhile, Figure 4 highlights the extent of the mismatch between 
public priorities for extra spending and trends in poverty among 
particular sections of the population. While pensioners remain the top 
priority for additional spending, pensioner poverty has declined since 
the late-1980s. At the same time, the number of those of working age 
without children who are in poverty increased almost continually from 
the early 1980s to 2012. In combination, Figures 3 and 4 indicate that 
it is the poor of working age who receive the lowest public priority for 
additional welfare spending (at least via benefits for the unemployed) 
even though they (increasingly) experience the greatest poverty.

2. The London Paralympics took place in late August and early September 2012, by which time 
55% of the fieldwork for that year’s BSA had been completed.NatCen Social Research
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Figure 4. Poverty and inequality statistics, 1983–2012 (poverty, millions)

Source: Institute for Fiscal Studies (2014)

The data on which Figure 4 is based can be found in Table A.4 in the appendix to this paper.  
The figures shown are based on the numbers below 50% of national household median income 
after housing costs

Benefits for the unemployed – discouraging work 
or causing hardship?

Figure 5 examines attitudes to benefits for unemployed people 
in more detail. British Social Attitudes taps into people’s beliefs 
about the current level of spending on benefits for the unemployed 
by asking people whether they think that the level of benefits for 
unemployed people is “too low and causes hardship” or is “too high 
and discourages them from finding jobs”. Two decades ago, the 
most common response among those interviewed was that benefits 
were “too low and cause hardship” (between 44% and 55% from 
1983 to 1997). After the election of a Labour Government in 1997, 
this view declined, and the proportion who felt they were too high 
and discouraged work increased, from 28% in 1997 to 51% in 2009. 
Although there was a slight increase in the proportion who said that 
benefits for the unemployed were too low and caused hardship 
between 2013 and 2014 (from 22% to 27%), overall the picture from 
2010 onwards has changed little – most people (52% in 2014) still 
think that benefits for the unemployed are too high and discourage 
work.
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Figure 5. Perception of level of benefits for unemployed people, 1983–2014 

The data on which Figure 5 is based can be found in Table A.5 in the appendix to this paper.

Figure 6 shows responses to a pair of statements about the 
unemployed. In part at least it reinforces the view that the public’s 
views of unemployed people have hardened over the last two 
decades. In 1993, only 27% agreed that “around here, most 
unemployed people could find a job if they really wanted one”. By 
2008, this figure had risen to 68% - following a fall in unemployment 
from around 10% to around 5% over that period. As unemployment 
rose from 2008 onwards, the proportion agreeing that most 
unemployed people could find a job if they really wanted one did 
drop back a little (to between 54% and 56% from 2009 to 2013). 
However, it remained far higher than the levels of agreement seen in 
the 1990s. Most recently, the proportion agreeing increased again 
slightly, from 54% in 2013 to 59% in 2014, perhaps reflecting the 
fall in unemployment over the same period. What is again clear, 
however, is that since the 2008 recession there has been at most a 
modest softening in attitudes to unemployed people – public opinion 
remains far more inclined to view unemployment as an individual 
responsibility than it was in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

On the other hand the perception that “most people on the dole 
are fiddling in one way or another” has not changed very much. 
During the last quarter of a century the proportion agreeing with this 
statement has rarely been less than 30% or more than 40%, and has 
shown no sign of moving consistently in one direction or the other, 
including since the recession of 2008. It seems that there has simply 
always been a fair degree of suspicion that many of those receiving 
unemployment benefit are not necessarily playing wholly by the rules.
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Figure 6. Views on the behaviour of unemployed people, 1987–2014

The data on which Figure 6 is based can be found in Table A.6 in the appendix to this paper.
Unemployment source: International Monetary Fund World Economic Outlook Database (2014)

Attitudes to recent government policies
So far we have examined a variety of relatively general indicators of 
people’s attitudes towards welfare and how they have changed over 
time. We have seen that the public is less willing than it once was to 
support increases in spending on welfare. However, this does not 
necessarily mean that the public is willing to endorse any particular 
cut. So what do the public make of some of the specific policies that 
have either been implemented by the Coalition or at least advocated 
by its ministers during the course of the last four years? Are these 
popular with the public or not? 

Capping and restricting benefits

As discussed in the introduction, from April 2013, the UK 
Government introduced a ‘benefit cap’, meaning that no household 
could receive more in benefits than the average household income 
(£26,000 at that point). This policy has been contentious, with critics 
arguing it risks significantly increasing family and child poverty and 
supporters claiming it is essential to ensuring the benefits system 
is viewed as fair by the public as a whole. So how does the public 
view this policy? Overall, about three quarters (73%) agree that “no 
household should receive more in benefits than the national average 
income”. In other words they endorse the ‘benefits cap’.

Conservative ministers in the Coalition have also on more than one 
occasion suggested that those aged less than 25 should be ineligible 
for housing benefit, though the proposal has not been implemented. 
When asked whether people aged under 25 should or should not 
be able to claim a benefit in the same way as an older person in the 
same circumstances, less than half (43%) said that they should have 

 73% agree with the 
benefit cap. 
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exactly the same level of entitlement. On the other hand, 20% said 
they should have access to most of the same benefits, while just one 
in three believed they should have access to only a few, or none at 
all. That suggests that persuading the public of the merits of making 
such a change in future will depend on persuading them of the merits 
of doing so in any particular case.

At the same time, Conservative ministers have also floated the idea 
that some welfare payments should be made in the form of a voucher 
that only covers the kind of expenditure for which the benefit was 
intended. This perhaps is more clearly a popular idea. As many as 
60% say that, “benefits should be paid in such a way that it is clear 
what each benefit should be spent on, for example, like in other 
countries where food stamps are given to go towards the cost of 
food”. Only 38% endorse instead the view that, “benefits should 
be paid like a regular salary, with the person or family receiving the 
benefits being responsible for budgeting and using them to pay for 
the different things required”.  Not only is there apparent widespread 
reluctance to spend more on welfare but also a wish to ensure that 
the money that is spent is spent ‘appropriately’.

Benefits for immigrants

One area where the government has seemingly been under particular 
pressure to make the benefits system more restrictive is the ability 
of migrants to claim benefits. Migration in general has become a 
central subject of political debate during the course of the last four 
years, fuelling and fuelled by a dramatic increase in support for the 
United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) (discussed in Curtice’s 
UKIP paper3 in this collection). It has been suggested by those who 
would like to see tighter controls on immigration that some migrants 
are attracted to the UK by its supposedly relatively ‘generous’ welfare 
system (see for example Farage’s comments to the BBC, 7 January 
2014). At present, migrants need to pass a strong Habitual Residence 
test to be able to claim benefit, while jobseekers from the EU need to 
be able to show that they have resided in the UK for three months to 
be able to claim Jobseeker’s Allowance (House of Commons Library, 
2014). Meanwhile, as noted earlier, EU jobseekers can now only claim 
Jobseeker’s Allowance, Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit for three 
months. They are unable to access Housing Benefit at all. 

The 2014 British Social Attitudes asked people how long they 
thought that migrants who arrive in Britain, out of work but looking 
for a job, should be able to claim the same benefits as British citizens 
who are out of work. The question was asked separately about 
migrants from countries outside the European Union and those 
from within the EU. As Table 1 shows, very few people believe that 
migrants, whether from within the EU or outside it, should have 
a perpetual right to access benefits in the same way as a British 
citizen. In fact, some 40% believe that migrants from outside the 
EU should never be able to claim the same out of work benefits as 
British citizens, while 29% think the same of EU citizens. However, 
almost 2 in 5 (39%) believe EU citizens should be able to claim them 
for up to a year or longer, while 21% feel they should be able to claim 
them for up to six months. Analysis of whether or not most people 
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would prefer EU jobseekers to be able to claim for longer than the 
current three month limit is complicated by the fact that our answer 
options did not explicitly include this – it is possible that some of 
those who chose “up to six months” would in fact have selected “up 
to three months” if this option had been available. However, it is clear 
from these data that the length of time migrants should be eligible for 
benefits is an issue on which the public is divided. 

Perceived fairness and effectiveness of the 
current system

British Social Attitudes 2014 also included two questions designed 
to tap into overall perceptions of the fairness and effectiveness of 
the current welfare system. People were asked to say for the current 
benefit system how strongly they agreed or disagreed that:

• It supports people in low paid work (fairness)
• It effectively encourages recipients to move off benefits 

(effectiveness).

As Table 2 shows, a majority (56%) believe that the current system is 
fair, at least in terms of supporting people in low paid work. However, 
the public is more skeptical about its effectiveness in encouraging 
people off benefits – just 18% agree that it does this.

 
Table 2. Attitudes to whether the current benefit system …

Supports 
people in low 

paid work

Effectively 
encourages 

recipients 
to move off 

benefits
 

% %

Agree 56 18

Neither agree nor disagree 18 20

Disagree 20 54

 
Unweighted base 2376 2376

 

 
Table 1. Attitudes to how long migrants who arrive in Britain out of work but looking for a job 
should be able to access the same welfare benefits as British citizens

Outside the 
EU

Within the 
EU 

 

% %

They should always be able to access these benefits 5 8

For up to 5 years 6 7

For up to 2 years 8 10

For up to a year 14 15

For up to six months 19 21

For up to a month 7 9

They should not be able to access these benefits at all 40 29

 
Unweighted base 2878 2878
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4. See Osborne (6 January 2014) available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/new-year-
economy-speech-by-the-chancellor-of-the-exchequer, accessed 6 March 2015

A growing political divide?
Previous British Social Attitudes reports have included more detailed 
discussion of differences in attitudes to welfare and public spending 
between different demographic groups. For example, in relation to 
age, Pearce and Taylor (2013) showed that in general younger people 
were less favourable than older people to more government spending 
on welfare benefits. Pearce and Taylor also analysed differences 
in attitudes by socio-economic class, while Clery (2012) examined 
differences in attitudes between those who themselves were and 
were not on benefits at the time. We refer the reader to these earlier 
reports for more detail of these and other demographic differences. 
In the remainder of this paper, however, we focus on differences in 
attitudes to welfare and benefits between those who identify with 
different political parties. 

As we noted at the beginning of this paper, while some of the 
Coalition’s cuts to welfare spending have been controversial – 
perhaps most notably abolishing the spare room subsidy - not 
all have been opposed by the Labour Party. Indeed, Labour has 
proposed its own cuts, not least through limiting increases in child 
benefit to 1% a year. However, the Conservatives envisage that in 
the first two years of the next parliament further cuts in spending on 
welfare of £12 billion (all focused on those of working age) should 
make a substantial contribution to a target for reducing the overall 
public spending deficit that is more ambitious than Labour’s plans.4  
There is also disagreement between the Conservatives and their 
Liberal Democrat coalition partners on this issue, with the latter 
doubting whether cuts on such a scale are either necessary or 
desirable. 

In short, despite a common acceptance of a need to reduce welfare 
spending – except on pensioners – there are some significant 
differences between the stances of the parties on the future of 
welfare. But how far are these differences reflected in the attitudes 
of their supporters? And is there any evidence that these differences 
have grown, perhaps because those who are unhappy with the 
cuts made so far – and the possibility of many more – at least 
find Labour’s stance somewhat more appealing? Or will the next 
government find itself under pressure from its own supporters to 
keep a lid on welfare spending irrespective of its partisan colour?

Taxation and Spending

To answer these questions we look first of all at the issue of the 
balance between taxation and overall spending. In Table 3 we show 
the proportion in favour of increasing taxation and spending in 2010, 
shortly after the Coalition came to power, and in our most recent 
survey (2014), by party political identification. In the case of the latter 
we include in our analysis those who now identify with UKIP, though 
the number of respondents who did so in our 2010 survey was too 
small to provide us with a robust figure. 
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‘Party identification’ encompasses a broad spectrum of support, 
from active supporters to those who simply say they would probably 
vote for a particular party. It is derived from answers to a series of 
questions. Respondents are asked, first, whether or not they think 
of themselves as a supporter of any political party. Those who are 
not party supporters are asked whether they think of themselves 
as a little closer to one party than to others. Those who respond 
negatively to that question are asked who they would vote for if there 
was a general election tomorrow. 

Note: There were too few people who identified with UKIP in 2010 to provide a reliable estimate for 
that group
* ‘None’ includes those who do not think of themselves as a supporter of any party or as closer 
to any party over others, and who say they would not be likely to support any party in particular if 
there was an election tomorrow. 

Two key points emerge. Despite the fact that questions of taxation 
and spending are often regarded as the focal point of election 
campaigns, there was only a modest difference in 2010 between the 
various groups of party identifiers in the pattern of the responses to 
our question. While only a quarter (25%) of Conservative identifiers 
wanted more taxation and spending, at 36% the equivalent 
proportion among Labour identifiers was only 11 percentage points 
higher. However, the difference between the two groups has now 
widened somewhat to 18 percentage points. So this issue has 
apparently become somewhat more divisive between Conservative 
and Labour (with both Liberal Democrat and UKIP supporters sitting 
in between). But even Labour identifiers have relatively modest 
aspirations for more spending these days (with fewer than half 
supporting this in 2014), as compared with the higher level of support 
for additional spending among the population as a whole recorded 
two decades ago (Figure 1).

Welfare Benefits

A rather larger gap between Conservative and Labour identifiers is, 
however, more in evidence when it comes to the specific issue of 
whether more should be spent on welfare. Over half of Conservative 
identifiers (55%) disagree with the idea of spending more on welfare 
benefits for the poor, while less than one in five agree (17%). In 

 
Table 3. Attitudes to taxation and spending, by party identification, 2010 and 2014

Conser-
vative Labour

Liberal 
Democrat UKIP None* All

 
% say increase taxes 

and spending on health, 
education and social benefits

2010 25 36 34 - 26 31

2014 28 46 39 36 31 37

Change 2010–14 +4 +10 +5 - +5 +6

 
Unweighted base  (2010) 943 1011 411 - 532 3297

 
Unweighted base  (2014) 760 838 144 268 466 2878
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contrast, Labour identifiers are much more likely to agree (44%) 
than disagree (26%) with the proposition. Moreover, whereas among 
Labour identifiers the balance of opinion has shifted somewhat 
between 2010 and 2014 towards agreeing with the idea of more 
welfare spending, no such movement is evident among those 
backing the Conservatives. So what was already a relatively divisive 
issue between the two groups is now even more so. Were Labour 
to succeed in leading the government after the May 2015 election, 
those who voted for it would have rather different expectations 
of what that government should do so far as spending on welfare 
benefits are concerned.

Once again the balance of opinion among Liberal Democrat 
supporters is in between that of Conservative and Labour identifiers, 
leaving them more or less evenly divided between those who 
back more spending (30%) and those who do not (33%). On the 
other hand, when it comes to welfare spending in particular, rather 
than public spending in general, UKIP identifiers prove to be just 
as disapproving of the idea of spending more as Conservative 
identifiers.

Note: There were too few people who identified with UKIP in 2010 to provide a reliable estimate for 
that group
* ‘None’ includes those who do not think of themselves as a supporter of any party or as closer 
to any party over others, and who say they would not be likely to support any party in particular if 
there was an election tomorrow. 

Much the same pattern is in evidence when people are asked 
whether cutting benefits would risk damaging lives. On the one 
hand, there is perhaps rather less enthusiasm among Conservative 
identifiers for the idea of actually cutting welfare benefits as opposed 
to stopping any further increases in spending –  31% agree that 
cutting benefits would damage lives, compared with just 17% who 
agree the government should spend more on welfare. However, 
while 31% of Conservatives agree that cutting benefits would cause 
damage, just as many (31%) disagree. Moreover, their responses 
still set them apart from Labour identifiers, no less than 59% of 
whom agree that cutting benefits would damage lives, while just 

 
Table 4. Attitudes to spending more on welfare, by party identification, 2010 and 2014

Government should spend 
more on welfare benefits for 

the poor
Conser-

vative Labour
Liberal 

Democrat UKIP None* All
 

2010 % % % % % %

Agree 18 39 28 - 32 29

Disagree 52 30 39 - 30 39

 
Unweighted base  (2010) 836 863 364 - 393 2791

 

2014 % % % % % %

Agree 17 44 30 19 29 30

Disagree 55 26 33 53 36 39

 
Unweighted base  (2014) 653 684 128 230 349 2376

 

 Since 2010, the gap 
between Labour and 
Conservative supporters’ 
attitudes to welfare has 
widened. 
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15% disagree. However, here the difference between the two 
groups is much the same as it was four years ago. Moreover, while 
UKIP supporters are largely at one with Conservative identifiers 
on this issue (35% agree with the statement and 29% disagree), 
the prospect of actually cutting welfare sees Liberal Democrats 
supporters take much the same view as Labour identifiers. Over half 
of Liberal Democrats (51%) agree that cutting benefits would do 
harm, while less than one in five (18%) disagree.

The unemployed

Not only are Conservative and Labour identifiers divided in their 
attitudes towards welfare in general, but they are also distinctive in 
their attitudes towards the unemployed and the benefits that they 
receive. Table 5 shows the proportion of Conservative and Labour 
identifiers who, during the course of the last twenty years, have felt 
that benefits for the unemployed were too high and could discourage 
people from looking for a job. There has always been a difference on 
this issue between those who identify with the Conservative party 
and those who are closer to Labour. But this difference is bigger now 
than ever before. No less than 71% of Conservative identifiers believe 
that benefits for the unemployed are too high, compared with just 
38% of those who back Labour. Although that still means that Labour 
identifiers are more critical of benefits for the unemployed than 
they were during the first term of the last Labour government, the 
proportion who fall into that category has fallen by seven percentage 
points since 2010. In contrast, the proportion of Conservatives who 
feel unemployment benefit is too high has not dropped at all from the 
70% who were of that view in 2010.

Meanwhile, Liberal Democrat identifiers, 54% of whom now think 
that benefits for the unemployed are too high, again appear on 
balance to hold views in between those of Conservative and Labour 
identifiers, as has usually (though not always) been the case in 
previous years. And on this issue - in contrast with their views about 
welfare spending in general - this is where UKIP identifiers now also 
appear to lie, 58% of whom say that benefits for the unemployed are 
too high. 
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Note: There were too few people who identified with UKIP prior to 2014 to provide reliable estimates 
for that group, so they are not included in this table
All bases can be found in Table A.7 in the appendix to this paper 

Further evidence that Conservative and Labour identifiers are now 
more divided in their attitudes towards the unemployed emerges 
when we look at whether people feel that the unemployed could 
find a job if they really wanted one. Nearly three-quarters (72%) of 
Conservative identifiers take that view, whereas four years ago rather 
less than two-thirds (63%) did so (Table 6). In contrast, the balance 
of opinion among Labour identifiers has barely changed (49% in 
2010; 50% in 2014). Moreover, on this subject Labour’s views are 
much the same as their Liberal Democrat counterparts (51% in 
2014), while once again UKIP supporters (64%) prove to be a little 
less unsympathetic to the unemployed than Conservative identifiers 
(72%). That said, it looks as though, irrespective of its partisan 
colour, the next government will be under continued pressure from 
its supporters to get the unemployed ‘into work and off benefits’ and 
thereby reduce the ‘benefits bill’.  Indeed, even among those who 
identify with Labour, only 22% currently agree that the current benefit 
system ”effectively encourages recipients to move off benefits”, 
while the views of other parties’ identifiers are inclined to be even 
more critical of its effectiveness. Equally, no less than 69% of Labour 
identifiers support the benefit cap, while more than half (55%) would 
set a six month limit at most on the ability of job-seeking EU migrants 
to claim the same benefits as British citizens.

 
Table 5. % saying that benefits for unemployed people are too high and discourage them from 
finding jobs, by party identification, 1995–2014

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
 

Conservative 47 48 44 61 54 52 49 61 56 69

Labour 18 21 17 39 38 28 33 40 36 44

Liberal Democrat 36 30 30 49 41 36 39 45 36 51

All 30 32 28 46 42 36 37 47 40 54

 
Unweighted base  (All) 1234 1355 1355 3146 3143 3426 3287 3435 3272 3199

 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

Conservative 65 68 67 73 66 70 77 67 75 71

Labour 46 46 49 54 40 45 55 43 46 38

Liberal Democrat 41 53 51 53 43 54 55 47 57 54

All 50 54 54 61 51 54 62 51 57 52

 
Unweighted base  (All) 3193 3240 3094 3358 1139 3297 3311 3248 3244 2878
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Spending priorities 

Whatever the extent of the differences between the various groups of 
party identifiers in their attitudes to the level of spending on welfare 
in general and towards the unemployed in particular, one thing is 
clear – for none are the unemployed a priority when it comes to the 
money that is available to be spent. As Table 7 shows, even among 
Labour identifiers, only 16% say that benefits for the unemployed 
are a first or second priority for extra spending. For them, along with 
every other set of supporters, that position is occupied by retirement 
pensions and benefits for disabled people. The one difference of 
note is that for Conservative and UKIP identifiers, over three-quarters 
of whom say they are a priority, retirement pensions are even more 
likely to be a priority than they are for Labour and Liberal Democrat 
identifiers, around three-fifths of whom pick out this benefit. It is 
evidently going to be difficult for any government to do anything 
other than largely protect pensions from whatever cuts it may 
propose to implement without going against the views of its own 
voters. 

 
Table 7. Priorities for extra spending on welfare, by party identification

Conser-
vative Labour

Liberal 
Democrat UKIP None All

 
% First or second priorities 

for extra spending on welfare

Retirement pensions 76 61 58 76 64         67 

Benefits for disabled people 61 62 59 63 54         60 

Child benefits 36 37 48 30 37         37 

Benefits for single parents 11 20 19 13 23         17 

Benefits for the unemployed 8 16 13 12 14         13 

 
Unweighted base 760 838 144 268 466 2878

 

 
Table 6. Attitudes to ability of unemployed to find a job, by party identification, 2010 and 2014

Around here, most 
unemployed people could 

find a job if they wanted to
Conser-

vative Labour
Liberal 

Democrat UKIP None All
 

2010 % % % % % %

Agree 63 49 49 - 54 54

Disagree 13 25 23 - 22 20

 
Unweighted base 836 863 364 - 393 2791

 

2014 % % % % % %

Agree 72 50 51 64 62 59

Disagree 10 28 27 18 20 21

 
Unweighted base 653 684 128 230 349 2376
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Conclusions
The last four years have witnessed relatively little change in people’s 
attitudes towards welfare, although support for more spending, for 
giving priority to benefits for single parents, and for giving more 
priority to and more generous treatment of the unemployed seem to 
have risen somewhat.  At first glance this pattern of relative stability 
might seem to suggest that there is relatively little to interest students 
of attitudes to welfare in this period. Yet nothing could be further 
from the truth. For the relative lack of change comes after years of a 
steady decline in support for spending on public services in general 
and on welfare in particular. And it comes in the wake of the most 
severe and long-lasting recession in living memory, five years of a 
government intent on reducing welfare expenditure and an increase 
in poverty among working age people with no children. In short, 
the public have remained relatively unsympathetic to spending 
on welfare even though the last five years would seem to have 
created circumstances that might – based on previous trends – have 
encouraged them to change their minds. 

Consequently, neither the ‘thermostat’ approach, nor the claim that 
there is a continuing long-term shift in attitudes towards welfare 
(Pearce and Taylor, 2013) has been immediately reinforced. There 
has been no decisive shift in attitudes corresponding to the shift 
in government policy or in the level of need, although there are 
indications (discussed above) that the public mood may now be 
responding to the pressures of the recession and the austerity 
that has followed it. Perhaps the most striking finding is that even 
though people of working age make up by far the majority of those 
in poverty, and that poverty among those of working age without 
children has risen, this appears to have had little effect on attitudes. 

Not that all forms of welfare are unpopular or that welfare spending 
is equally unpopular with the supporters of all political parties. 
Retirement pensions and benefits for the disabled remain relatively 
popular, which helps explain why none of the parties are proposing 
cuts to  pensions (as opposed to increases in the age at which 
it can be claimed) and perhaps why changes to assessments of 
fitness to work for people with disabilities have caused controversy. 
At the same time, Labour identifiers are less unsympathetic to 
welfare spending than supporters of other parties and the division 
between them and their Conservative counterparts appears to have 
grown during the tenure of the Coalition. Even so, they can hardly 
be regarded as enthusiasts for more welfare spending, and would 
much prefer that people of working age were in work and thus less 
reliant on benefits in the first place. Whether the rhetoric of the next 
government proves to be the same as that of the current Coalition 
remains to be seen, but whatever party or parties are in power, that 
government looks more likely to win plaudits for keeping the cost 
of welfare for working age people down than for any attempt to be 
markedly more generous.
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Appendix

The data for Figure 1 are shown below.

 
Table A1. Attitudes to taxation and spending on health, education and social benefits, 1983–
2014, and public spending as a percentage of GDP

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993
 

View on level 
of taxation and 

spending % % % % % % % % % % %
Increase taxes/

spend more 32 n/a n/a 46 50 n/a 50 54 65 n/a 63
Keep taxes/spend 

same 54 n/a n/a 44 42 n/a 46 37 29 n/a 29
Reduce taxes/

spend less 9 n/a n/a 5 3 n/a 3 3 3 n/a 4

 
Unweighted base 1761 n/a n/a 3100 2847 n/a 3029 2797 2918 n/a 2945

Public spending 
%GDP 43.0 42.6 41.7 40.8 38.4 36.3 34.3 35.2 36.5 38.0 39.7

 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
 

View on level 
of taxation and 

spending % % % % % % % % % % %
Increase taxes/

spend more 58 61 59 62 63 58 50 59 63 51 49
Keep taxes/spend 

same 33 31 34 31 32 35 40 34 31 38 42
Reduce taxes/

spend less 4 5 4 3 3 4 5 3 3 6 6

 
Unweighted base 3469 3633 3620 1355 3146 3143 2292 3287 3435 3272 2146

Public spending 
%GDP 39.2 39.4 38.9 37.2 36.2 35.8 34.9 35.8 36.2 36.9 37.9

 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

View on level 
of taxation and 

spending % % % % % % % % % %
Increase taxes/

spend more 46 46 42 39 34 32 36 34 36 37
Keep taxes/spend 

same 43 44 47 50 55 56 54 53 54 52
Reduce taxes/

spend less 7 6 7 8 8 8 6 6 6 7
 

Unweighted base 2166 3240 3094 2229 1139 3297 3311 3248 3244 2878
Public spending 

%GDP 39.2 39.4 39.1 40.6 45.5 47.0 46.3 44.9 42.8 43.5
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The data for Figure 2 are shown below.

 
Table A2. Attitudes to welfare benefits, 1987–2014

1987 1989 1991 1993 1994 1995 1996 1998 1999 2000 2001
 

% agree cutting 
welfare benefits 
would damage 

too many people's 
lives n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a    59    58 

% agree 
government  

should spend more 
money on welfare 

benefits    55    61    58    53    50    50    43    43    40    38    43 

% agree many 
people who get 
social security 

don’t really deserve 
any help 31 28 26 24 26 30 28 32 27 31 32

 
Unweighted base 1281 2604 2481 2567 2929 3135 3103 3000 2450 2980 2795

 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
 

% agree cutting 
welfare benefits 
would damage 

too many people's 
lives    53    54    48    47    47    44    45    47    42    42    47 

% agree 
government  

should spend more 
money on welfare 

benefits    44    43    36    36    35    32    35    27    29    28    34 

% agree many 
people who get 
social security 

don’t really deserve 
any help 36 38 39 40 29 36 37 34 35 35 35

 
Unweighted base 2900 873 2609 2699 2822 2672 3000 967 2810 2841 2855

 

2013 2014
 

% agree cutting 
welfare benefits 
would damage 

too many people's 
lives 46 46

% agree 
government  

should spend more 
money on welfare 

benefits 36 30

% agree many 
people who get 
social security 

don’t really deserve 
any help 33 32

 
Unweighted base 2832 2376
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The data for Figure 3 are shown below.

 
Table A3. Priorities for extra spending on social benefits, 1983–2014

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1995
 

Retirement 
pensions 64 66 64 65 68 67 65 63 63 64 68

Benefits for 
disabled people 58 55 58 58 54 60 59 58 51 57 58

Child benefits 20 22 23 23 24 30 32 35 31 34 33
Benefits for single 

parents 21 16 18 18 16 17 18 19 18 14 12
Benefits for the 

unemployed 32 35 31 33 33 25 21 22 32 26 25

None of these 1 1 1 * 1 * 1 * 1 1 1

 
Unweighted base 1761 1675 1804 3100 2847 3029 2797 2918 2945 1167 1234

 

1996 2000 2001 2003 2005 2007 2010 2012 2014
 

Retirement 
pensions 71 74 76 79 80 78 72 72    67 

Benefits for 
disabled people 54 61 57 54 53 54 53 59    60 

Child benefits 30 33 35 38 39 42 42 35    37 
Benefits for single 

parents 12 15 14 16 15 15 14 14    17 
Benefits for the 

unemployed 26 13 12 10 8 7 11 12    13 

None of these 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2      4 

 
Unweighted base 3620 3426 3287 3272 3193 3094 3297 3248 2878 

 

 
Table A4. Poverty and inequality statistics, 1983–2012 (poverty, millions)

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993
 

Pensioners 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.9 1.9 1.9 2.1 1.7 1.4 0.9
Working age 

parents 1.0 1.2 1.4 1.5 1.7 1.8 1.8 2.1 2.2 2.6 2.2
Working-age non-

parents 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.5 1.7 2.1 2.1 1.9 2.4 2.5 2.4

 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
 

Pensioners 1.1 1.0 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.0 0.9
Working age 

parents 2.1 2.1 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.1 2.0 2.0 2.0 1.9
Working-age non-

parents 2.5 2.4 2.6 2.5 2.4 2.6 2.7 2.6 2.8 2.9 2.7
 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

Pensioners 0.9 1.1 1.1 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 n/a n/a
Working age 

parents 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.3 2.2 2.1 2.2 n/a n/a
Working-age non-

parents 3.0 3.1 3.2 3.4 3.5 3.4 3.6 3.6 n/a n/a
 

The data for Figure 4 are shown below.
Source: Institute for Fiscal Studies (2014)
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The data for Figure 5 are shown below.

 
Table A5. Perception of level of benefits for unemployed people, 1983–2014

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1995
 

Benefits for 
unemployed 

people are … % % % % % % % % % % %
Too low and cause 

hardship    46    49    44    44    51    52    50    53  55  53     51 
Too high and 

discourage work    35    28    34    33    29    27    29    27  24  24     30 

Neither    13      8      7      6      6      8      8      7  11  14     11 

 
Unweighted base 1719 1675 1804 3100 2847 3029 2797 2918 2945 3469 1234

 

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
 

Benefits for 
unemployed 

people are … % % % % % % % % % % %
Too low and cause 

hardship    48    46    29    33    40    37    29    34    23    26    23 
Too high and 

discourage work    32    28    46    42    36    37    47    40    54    50    54 

Neither    14    15    17    18    15    16    17    17    16    16    16 

 
Unweighted base 3620 1355 3146 3143 3426 3287 3435 3276 3199 3139 3240

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

Benefits for 
unemployed 

people are … % % % % % % % %
Too low and cause 

hardship    26    21    29    23 19 22 22 27
Too high and 

discourage work    54    61    51    54 62 51 57 52
Neither    14    13    12    14 14 17 15 15

 
Unweighted base 3094 3258 1139 3297 3311 3248 3244 2878
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The data for Figure 6 are shown below.

 
Table A6. Views on the behaviour of unemployed people, 1987–2014

1987 1989 1991 1993 1994 1995 1996 1998 1999 2000 2001
 

% agree around 
here, most 

unemployed 
people could find 
a job if they really 

wanted one 41 52 38 27 32 38 39 54 56 60 63

% agree most 
people on the dole 
are fiddling in one 

way or another 32 31 28 31 34 33 35 28 36 40 35

% unemployment* 10.4 7.2 8.9 10.4 9.5 8.6 8.1 6.3 6.0 5.5 5.1

 
Unweighted base 1281 2604 2481 2567 2929 3135 3103 3000 2450 2980 2795

 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
 

% agree around 
here, most 

unemployed 
people could find 
a job if they really 

wanted one 65 66 69 69 67 67 68 55 54 56 54

% agree most 
people on the dole 
are fiddling in one 

way or another 38 39 41 39 32 39 36 34 35 37 37

% unemployment* 5.2 5.0 4.8 4.9 5.5 5.4 5.7 7.7 7.9 8.1 8.0

 
Unweighted base 2900 873 2609 2699 2822 2672 3000 967 2810 2841 2855

 

2013 2014
 

% agree around 
here, most 

unemployed 
people could find 
a job if they really 

wanted one 54 59

% agree most 
people on the dole 
are fiddling in one 

way or another 33 35

% unemployment* 7.6 6.3
 

Unweighted base 2832 2376
 

* Unemployment figures taken from IMF World Economic Outlook 
Database
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Table A7. Base figures for % saying that benefits for unemployed people are too high and 
discourage them from finding jobs, by party identification, 1995–2014

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
 

Unweighted base  
(Conservative) 319 1012 378 818 785 937 743 856 806 831 802

Unweighted base  
(Labour) 561 1528 560 1398 1333 1394 1481 1400 1203 1038 1291

Unweighted base  
(Liberal Democrat) 160 391 129 324 323 341 412 383 368 404 397

Unweighted base  (All) 1234 1355 1355 3146 3143 3426 3287 3435 3272 3199 3193
 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

Unweighted base  
(Conservative) 843 819 1087 334 943 926 866 818 760

Unweighted base  
(Labour) 1063 1058 934 292 1011 1039 1090 1052 838

Unweighted base  
(Liberal Democrat) 374 293 312 89 411 253 200 194 144

Unweighted base  (All) 3240 3094 3358 1139 3297 3311 3248 3244 2878
 

Base figures for Table 5 are shown below.
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Health
Public attitudes towards the NHS in austere times
The past five years have seen large-scale reform to the health service, at a time of 
economic difficulty. Now, as we approach the next general election, how have satisfaction 
levels been affected? Do people perceive there to be a funding crisis – and if so how should 
this be addressed?

Satisfaction with healthcare
Satisfaction with the NHS has increased, with 65% saying they are satisfied, up from 60% in 
2013. 

• This increase in satisfaction was greatest – no less than 11 percentage points - among Labour 
supporters. 

• Satisfaction with A&E services has also increased, from 53% to 58%.
• On the other hand, satisfaction with GP services has declined from 77% in 2010 to 71% in 

2014, though this is still the most popular of the NHS services. 

A funding crisis? 
The public believe, almost universally (92%), that the NHS is facing a funding problem. But how 
should this problem be addressed? 

• A majority (58%) say they would not be happy for the government to curb spending in other 
areas to maintain the current NHS service. 

• Support for increasing taxes to spend more on health, education and social benefits still 
remains relatively low (37%).

• Only around a quarter back charging for services such as a GP appointment or hospital meals.

Alternatives to universal NHS care?
Most people are opposed to the idea of a system only for those on lower incomes, while only a 
minority would prefer to be treated by a private service.

• Nearly 7 in 10 (68%) oppose the idea that the NHS should be available only to those on lower 
incomes.

• However, 45% think that the NHS will not still be a free universal service in ten years’ time.
• More (39%) say they would prefer to be treated by a NHS service than a private one (16%) 

though 43% have no preference. 
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Introduction
In 2010, the year the Coalition government took power, the British 
Social Attitudes survey recorded the highest level of satisfaction 
with the NHS since the survey started in 1983. Just a year later 
satisfaction fell from 70% to 58%, the biggest drop since 1983. 
Perhaps not surprisingly the fall was in part driven by people 
who identified themselves as Labour Party supporters; for them, 
satisfaction dropped by 18 percentage points. But perhaps 
surprisingly, Liberal Democrat and Conservative party supporters 
were also less likely to be satisfied, with reported reductions of 7 and 
6 percentage points respectively. 

At the time of the fieldwork for the 2011 survey, the government were 
in the midst of contentious reforms of the NHS (in England). As we 
reported at the time,

[The] overall opposition to the government’s NHS reform plans 
for England and the sometimes less-than-positive rhetoric from 
ministers to justify their plans may in part at least have influenced 
the reduced satisfaction with the NHS. (Appleby, 2012)

Although it has been reported that senior Conservative ministers 
now consider the reforms embodied in the Health and Social Care 
Act 2012 to have been a mistake (Smyth et al, 2014), the NHS is still 
grappling with the organisational upheaval introduced by the reforms 
and there is vocal opposition to the changes – particularly focussed 
on the alleged threat that an increasing proportion of NHS services 
will be provided by private businesses. 

Organisational reform and the merits or otherwise of a renewed 
emphasis on competition as a way to achieve improvements in 
quality and efficiency have dominated much of the public debate 
about the NHS. At the same time, given that the central focus of the 
government’s macroeconomic policy has been eliminating the public 
sector deficit through a combination of reduced public spending 
and (to a lesser degree) higher taxation, the level of funding the NHS 
receives has also been a lively issue. Although the NHS budget has 
been ‘protected’ from cuts, throughout England, Wales and Scotland 
the level of funding has been virtually unchanged in real terms. 

Now, after five years of closing the financial gap and making ends 
meet through improvements in productivity and cost savings, strains 
are beginning to show. In England, for example, increasing numbers 
of trusts are reporting overspending (Appleby et al., 2015). Even so, 
performance on key waiting times targets has slipped. In particular, a 
target that no patient in accident and emergency should have to wait 
for more than four hours (a version of which applies across Wales, 
Scotland and England), and a barometer not just of overall hospital 
performance but of community, primary and social services too, has 
increasingly been breached (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Percentage of patients waiting over 4 hours in accident and emergency departments 
(type I only), England, 2010-2015

Source: Data: NHS England (2015)
Full underlying data available on request

Such difficulties do not go unnoticed by the public. By the end of 
2014, the NHS had risen to equal second place in the public’s list of 
‘the most important issues facing Britain today’, to match that of the 
economy (Ipsos Mori, 2015a). And in January 2015 it was ranked top 
of the issues which are very important to the electorate in deciding 
which party to vote for in the 2015 general election (Ipsos Mori, 
2015b).  

But what has been the impact of the government’s reform 
programme for the NHS in England on the public’s satisfaction 
with the NHS, together with the squeeze on funding and the NHS’s 
response to these policies? In particular, what do the public think 
about health care funding – is there a crisis, and if so, what are the 
solutions?  And fundamentally, what are the public’s attitudes to the 
role of the private sector in the NHS and the future of the NHS as a 
tax-funded service available to all on the basis of need and not the 
ability to pay? 

Satisfaction with the NHS
For more than thirty years, British Social Attitudes has included a 
question that provides an overall measure of satisfaction with the 
NHS. It reads as follows: 

All in all, how satisfied or dissatisfied would you say you 
are with the way in which the National Health Service runs 
nowadays?
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[Very satisfied, quite satisfied, neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied, quite dissatisfied, very dissatisfied]

After more than a decade of increasing satisfaction up to and 
including 2010, as noted earlier there was a 12 percentage point 
drop in satisfaction during the first year that the Conservative/Liberal 
Democrat coalition was in office (Figure 2). The picture changed 
little in 2012 and 2013, but the latest survey produced what perhaps 
is a surprising result – an increase in satisfaction of 5 percentage 
points (to 65%, the second highest level since the survey began). 
At the same time, the level of dissatisfaction with the NHS fell to 
an all-time low of 15%, making net satisfaction (satisfaction minus 
dissatisfaction) higher, at 50%, in 2014 than in any year other than 
2010.

Figure 2. Satisfaction with the NHS, 1983–2014

The data on which Figure 2 is based can be found in the appendix to this paper

Apart from asking people how satisfied they are with the NHS as 
a whole, the survey also asks respondents for their opinions about 
different parts of the health service. Respondents are asked:

From your own experience or from what you have heard, 
please say how satisfied or dissatisfied you are with the way 
in which each if these parts of the National Health Service 
runs nowadays.

local doctors or GPs?
National Health Service dentists?
being in hospital as an inpatient?
attending hospital as an outpatient?
Accident and Emergency departments?

Views about these services vary considerably. General practice is 
consistently the most popular part of the NHS, and for the most part 
the level of satisfaction has varied little during the past 30 years (see 
the turquoise line in Figure 3). However, during this parliament the 

 65% are satisfied  
with the NHS – higher 
than in 2013. 
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level of satisfaction with GP services has declined – from 77% in 
2010 to 71% in 2014, the lowest level since the survey began. 

The public tend to be somewhat less satisfied with dentists (the pink 
line in Figure 3) compared with GPs. Although there was a high level 
of satisfaction in the early-1980s, satisfaction gradually declined 
during the following 20 years. Despite improving somewhat during 
the past five years, only around half (54%) of respondents reported 
being satisfied with NHS dentists in 2014. 

Figure 3. Satisfaction with GPs and Dentists, 1983–2014

The data on which Figure 3 is based can be found in the appendix to this paper

As in the case of the NHS overall, satisfaction with the three hospital-
based services – accident and emergency (A&E), inpatient and 
outpatient care – dipped after the last election. But equally, in each 
case – and contrary to the trend over the same period for GPs and 
dentists - the level of satisfaction increased between 2013 and 
2014 (although only the increase in A&E is significant). As a result, 
satisfaction is in each case now at, or is close to, its 2010 level. 
Indeed, satisfaction with outpatient services reached an all-time 
high of 69% in 2014, and as a result for the first time rivalled general 
practice as the most popular NHS service. Meanwhile, although 
satisfaction with inpatient services was lower, at 59%, you have to 
look back as far as 1993 to find a higher level. 

 Satisfaction with  
GPs has declined  
since 2010. 
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Figure 4. Satisfaction with NHS inpatients, outpatients and accident and emergency services, 

1983–2014

The data on which Figure 4 is based can be found in the appendix to this paper

But if the public are more satisfied with some parts of the NHS than 
others, the level of satisfaction is in every case much higher than 
it is for another service to which people often have to turn when 
ill or infirm; social care. In contrast to the NHS, this has not been 
protected from cuts in funding and in any event in England and Wales 
is only free at the point of use to those on very low incomes. Because 
many people pay for their own care, in asking about their level of 
satisfaction we made it clear to respondents that we were referring to 
care provided by local authorities in particular. We asked:

And how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with social care 
provided by local authorities for people who cannot look after 
themselves because of illness, disability or old age?

Just 31% reported being satisfied with social care in 2014, much the 
same as the 29% who did so in 2013, and well below the 54% who 
were satisfied with the least popular of the NHS services, dentists. 
A further third (30%) were dissatisfied (whereas only 19% were 
dissatisfied with dentists), while apart from the oldest age group (who 
are most likely to require care) the level of dissatisfaction increases 
with age (Figure 5). However, as many as one third (30%) said they 
were neither satisfied not dissatisfied with the service. This relatively 
high proportion reflects perhaps the fact that fewer people have 
contact with or experience of social care services, while social care 
also receives less attention than NHS services in the media. 
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Figure 5. Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with social care, by age 

The data on which Figure 5 is based can be found in the appendix to this paper

Our findings present us with a puzzle; why has satisfaction with 
the NHS overall (and with key hospital services) increased during a 
period when there has been widespread reports of allegedly poor 
NHS performance – not least in respect of increasing failure to meet 
the four hour maximum waiting time target for A&E (see, for example, 
Campbell, 2014). However, the overall level of public satisfaction with 
the NHS is not necessarily a straightforward measure of performance; 
attitudes are affected by a range of factors including age and the 
political party they support. Satisfaction is also influenced by health 
stories in the media and a respondent’s personal experience of the 
service. We need to dig a little deeper to see whether the increase 
in overall public satisfaction in 2014 was indeed a straightforward 
sign of improved attitudes towards the NHS, reflecting an increase in 
performance in the aspects of the NHS that the public actually care 
about, or whether instead it reflects something else.

Politics and satisfaction 
One indication that in fact the increase in satisfaction may well not 
be a refection of a perceived improvement in performance emerges 
when we divide respondents according to the party with which they 
identify. Figure 6 shows that supporters of whichever political party 
(or parties) is (are) currently in power are usually more satisfied with 
the health service than those who back a party that is in opposition. 
Satisfaction with the NHS is influenced to some extent by an 
individual’s feelings of confidence in and support for the government 
currently running the service. 
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Figure 6. Satisfaction with the NHS, by party identification, 1983–2014 

The data on which Figure 6 is based can be found in the appendix to this paper

However, in 2014 Labour supporters (69%) were at least as likely 
as Conservative (67%) or Liberal Democrat ones (68%) to say that 
they were satisfied with the health service. Satisfaction was lower 
(57%) among supporters of the UK Independence Party, who in 
2014 were the third largest party in the survey.1 The Labour figure 
represents no less than an 11 percentage point increase on that for 
2013. In contrast, satisfaction amongst Conservative supporters is up 
(insignificantly) by only one point while amongst all respondents apart 
from those backing Labour the increase  is up (equally insignificantly) 
by just two points. 

This suggests the overall increase in satisfaction should not be 
taken at face value. Given that it is mostly accounted for by a large 
increase in the level of satisfaction expressed by Labour supporters, 
it likely reflects not so much increased satisfaction per se as a vote in 
support of the NHS at a time when some may feel it is under threat.     

Personal experience of the NHS and 
satisfaction
Personal experience of the NHS also affects people’s levels of 
satisfaction. Those who have recently had personal contact with 
an NHS hospital (defined as the respondent having been an NHS 
inpatient or outpatient in the past 12 months) consistently report 
higher levels of satisfaction than those without any recent contact 
at all (defined as neither the respondent nor any of their friends and 
family having had any contact with inpatients or outpatients in the 
past 12 months) (Figure 7). In general we would expect the level 
of satisfaction amongst those who have recently used the NHS to 
be influenced more by the actual performance of the service, while 
satisfaction among those with no recent contact is likely to be 
influenced more by media stories and other factors. However it is 

• 1. Satisfaction was also lower (61%) among those who do not identify with any political party.

 The increase in 
satisfaction was  
greatest among  
Labour supporters. 
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amongst the latter group (up 11 percentage points) not the former 
(up 4 percentage points) that satisfaction with the NHS has increased 
most. 

Figure 7 Satisfaction with the NHS, by contact with NHS, 1998–20142

The data on which Figure 7 is based can be found in the appendix to this paper

Have standards in the NHS improved?
Meanwhile, if it were the case that the NHS was thought to be 
performing better, we would not expect to find, as we do in Table 
1, that respondents were less likely in 2014 to think that the NHS 
had improved than they had been back in 2010.  Around a quarter 
(26%) felt that the standard of NHS care had improved in the past 
5 years, compared with 40% who felt that way in 2010. As a result, 
perhaps, people have become more likely to think that there is room 
for improvement. More than a third (36%) said that they thought the 
standard of care would improve during the next five years, compared 
with only around a quarter (27%) who did so in 2011. 

• 2. Questions on whether the respondent had had personal contact with the NHS were not 
asked in 2010. The figure for that year is an estimate of the likely levels of satisfaction in the 
two groups given the overall level of satisfaction amongst respondents as a whole in that 
year and the difference between the two groups in their level of satisfaction as registered in 
previous years.NatCen Social Research
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A funding crisis?
How much money the NHS has to spend has been a key issue during 
the last five years as the government has sought to tackle the fallout 
from the global financial crisis with an austerity programme aimed at 
reducing ongoing deficits and, eventually, the government’s overall 
debt burden. Nearly all spending departments have had their budgets 
cut. For example, central government grants to local authorities have 
been reduced by 35% in real terms, Home Office expenditure by 
nearly 20% and defence by 7.5% (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2015). 

However, health spending has been protected from real terms 
cuts. Indeed, on average, it increased in England by 0.8% per 
year between 2010/11 and 2014/15. But after a decade of funding 
increases that saw health spending as a proportion of GDP rise 
from 5.4% of GDP in 1999 to 8.0% in 2009, it is easy to see how 
the health service’s relatively generous funding settlement might feel 
like a spending cut – particularly given trends in some of the drivers 
of demand for health care such as an increase in the size of the 
population and in the proportion of older people in that population.

Indeed, there is a widespread feeling that the NHS is facing a funding 
problem. Nearly three-quarters (72%) say that it is facing a “major” 
or a “severe funding problem” and a further 20% say it is facing 
a “minor funding problem”, while just 4% reckon that it faces “no 
funding problem” at all. But that raises the question of what the 
public think should be done about it.

 
Table 1. Perceived standard of NHS health care in the last 5 years and in the next 5 years, 
1995–2014   

1995 2001 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
 

Whether standard of NHS has 
got better or worse in the last 

5 years % % % % % % % % %

Better 18 22 32 40 40 31 n/a n/a 26

About the same 32 37 38 39 41 38 n/a n/a 43

Worse 49 40 27 18 16 27 n/a n/a 28
 

Unweighted base 2399 2188 3358 3421 3297 1096 n/a n/a 2878
 

Whether expect standard of 
NHS to get better or worse in 

the next 5 years % % % % % % % % %

Better n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 27 23 26 36

About the same n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 35 28 29 26

Worse n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 36 47 43 35
 

Unweighted base n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 1096 1103 1063 971
 

 92% in total think the 
NHS is facing a funding 
problem. 
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Tax and spend, or ration and restrict?
One option would be to raise more money for the health service 
through the tax system. As detailed in the Welfare paper,3 British 
Social Attitudes has tracked public attitudes towards the balance 
between taxation and spending on “health, education and social 
benefits” ever since the first survey in 1983. The prevailing view 
during the past eight years has been that taxes and spending should 
“remain at the same level as now”. That continues to be the case. In 
2014 around half (52%) felt taxes and spending should be kept at the 
same level, while only 37% supported increasing taxes to provide 
more money to spend on public services. 

An alternative to increasing taxes would be to spend less on other 
public services and use that money to fund the NHS. However, 
a majority (58%) were opposed to this idea too, with just 38% in 
favour. However, there is even less enthusiasm for a third possibility: 
charging for some of those services that are currently provided for 
free. As Table 2 shows, when they were presented with a series 
of alternative ways of raising more money for the NHS, just 14% 
picked out imposing a £10 charge for visits to a GP or to A&E as their 
preferred option and only 12% introducing hotel charges for non-
medical services such as food and laundry when in hospital. In these 
circumstances rather more people picked out increasing taxes, with 
nearly a quarter favouring a specific NHS tax and 17% increases in 
existing taxes. However, the single most popular view of all was that 
the NHS should live within the budget it is allocated by government 
– not least perhaps because in response to a separate question as 
many as 51% said that “the NHS often wastes money”, while only 
44% feel that it “generally doesn’t” or “almost never” does so.

But if the NHS were to live within its budget, given rising demand for 
its services, how might it cope? One option would be to restrict or 
ration services in some way and so we asked what the NHS should 
do if the demand for its services exceeds the amount of money 
it receives (Table 3). The most popular responses were measures 
that reduced the number of services provided by the NHS: to stop 
providing treatments that are poor value for money (48%) and to 
restrict access to non-emergency treatment (24%). However, when 

• 3. http://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/

 
Table 2. If the NHS needed more money, which of the following do you think you would be 
prepared to accept?

 

%

Pay more through separate tax - directly to NHS 24

Pay more through the taxes I currently pay 17

Pay £10 for each visit to a GP or local A&E department 14

Pay for non-medical costs in hospital, like food and laundry 12

Ending exceptions from current charges (e.g. prescription charges for children, pregnant 
women, retired people) 3

None of the above; the NHS needs to live within its budget 27
 

Unweighted base 971
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this type of measure has actually been taken, such as restricting 
access to expensive cancer drugs, there has been a negative 
reaction from the press and public. Meanwhile, restricting the supply 
of services by increasing waiting times and raising the threshold at 
which people would be treated (so that they would have to be sicker 
before receiving care) were not popular at all.

A more controversial and fundamental response to rising demand 
but restricted funding would be to change the nature of the NHS 
as a universal system available to all on the basis of need. Since 
its creation in 1948, the NHS has been largely free at the point of 
delivery and available to everyone irrespective of their ability to pay. 
Despite numerous re-organisations of the service over the past 30 
years, there has been little argument among politicians about these 
guiding principles.

But are the public willing to contemplate such a change? Only 
around one in three (32%) are, while around two-thirds (68%) oppose 
making the NHS “available only to those with lower incomes”, with 
everyone else (while enjoying lower taxes) expected to “take out 
medical insurance or pay for health care” (Table 4). Nevertheless, 
support has increased by 10 percentage points since 2010, and is 
now higher than it has been since the question was first asked in 
1995. Meanwhile, rather surprisingly given the party’s association 
with the NHS, the proportion of Labour supporters who supported 
the idea (27%) is little different from that of Conservative supporters 
(30%), though both groups are less keen on the idea than those who 
back the UK independence Party (40%, although the small base size 
of less than 100 means that this figure should be viewed with caution 
– see Appendix Table A.7 for more detailed figures). Less surprisingly, 
respondents with higher incomes (who would be more likely to be 
affected by any restriction in the availability of the NHS) were less 
likely than those in the bottom two income quartiles to support a 
move away from a universal system (see Appendix, Table A.7).

 
Table 3. If demand for NHS services exceeds the amount of funding it receives, what is the 
most important thing for the NHS to do?

 

%

Stop providing treatments that are poor value for money 48

Restrict access to non-emergency treatment 24

Raise the threshold for treatment, so people have to be sicker to receive care 7

Delay treatments so people have to wait longer before they can receive treatment 3

None of these 14
 

Unweighted base 971
 

 Nearly 7 in 10 oppose 
the NHS only being 
available to those on a 
lower income. 
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However, if the public is still in favour of the principle of a universal 
NHS, there are widespread doubts about whether in the future the 
NHS “will still be paid for by taxes” and be “free to all”. Only around 
half (48%) think that it will be in ten years’ time, a figure that is almost 
matched by the proportion who do not (45%), and which is little 
different from the picture obtained on two previous occasions this 
question was included on the survey. Perhaps the financial pressure 
that the health service has been under for the past few years has 
served to undermine people’s confidence in the future sustainability 
of the current system.

Does the public care who provides NHS 
services?
Although the NHS is a public service, funded largely from general 
taxation, not all health care is provided by state-owned organisations. 
Leaving aside the fact that the NHS does not manufacture its own 
pharmaceuticals, and that much of general practice is a service 
contracted to the NHS, the Office for National Statistics estimate 
that in 2011/12, the NHS in the UK spent approximately £9.6 billion 
(around 10% of its total budget) on care from the private sector, 
charities, local authorities and other non-NHS organisations (Office 
for National Statistics, 2015). The use of non-NHS providers to 

 
Table 4. Attitudes to limiting the NHS to those on lower incomes, 1995-2014 

1995 1996 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003
 

The national health service should be 
available only to those with lower incomes % % % % % % %

Support 23 21 26 23 27 24 27

Oppose 75 77 72 74 71 73 72
 

Unweighted base 3633 3620 3146 3426 2188 2287 2293
 

2004 2005 2006 2010 2011 2013 2014
 

The national health service should be 
available only to those with lower incomes % % % % % % %

Support 23 24 24 21 26 28 32

Oppose 76 74 74 77 73 70 68
 

Unweighted base 3199 3193 2143 3297 1113 2189 971
 

 Nearly half the public 
think the NHS won’t be 
free in 10 years’ time. 

 
Table 5. Expectations of whether the NHS will continue to be free to all, 2011-14

2011 2013 2014
 

In ten years’ time, do you think the NHS will still be paid for 
by taxes and free to all? % % %

Yes 47 51 48

No 44 44 45
 

Unweighted base 1113 2189 971
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treat NHS patients has also been growing at an average of 13% a 
year between 1994/5 and 2012/13 (although erratically from year to 
year and from a low base). So, while the use of non-NHS providers 
by the NHS is not new, the Coalition government’s reforms have 
highlighted a concern for some that this could increase, with more 
clinical services contracted out to the private sector and other non-
NHS providers. But is this a concern for the public? And do they 
have a particular ownership preference when it comes to their own 
treatment?

In 2009 and 2011, British Social Attitudes asked respondents where 
they would like to be treated if they “were a patient about to have 
hospital treatment” that was being paid for by the NHS. More said 
that they would prefer to be treated in a private hospital than in 
a NHS one, though the most common response was not to have 
a preference between them. In 2014 we asked a slightly different 
question which asked what kind of “service”, they would prefer to 
be treated by, rather than type of “hospital”. It also included the 
additional option, a “non-profit service”. In full, we asked:

Imagine you were a patient about to have hospital treatment 
and that this treatment was being paid for by the NHS. Would 
you prefer to receive treatment from … 
... an NHS service
... a private service
... a non-profit service
... or would you not have a preference?

This question evinced a rather different pattern of response. Once 
again the most popular response, chosen by 43%, was not to have 
any preference. To that extent it would appear that this issue does 
not concern prospective users of the NHS as much as both critics 
and advocates of “privatisation” sometimes seem to presume. 
However, now far fewer said that that they would prefer to be treated 
by a private provider (16%) than said they would prefer to be treated 
by a NHS one (39%) (while just 2% chose a non-profit service). 
Either there has been quite a remarkable decline in the popularity 
of private provision or else referring to it as a “service” rather than a 
“hospital” makes a considerable difference to how people feel about 
the prospect. 

Either way, it perhaps suggests that support for private provision may 
be rather more fragile than at first it seems. That certainly appears 
to be the case when we asked those respondents who expressed a 
preference for a private or non-profit provider a follow up question 
about whether they would still be happy to be treated by such an 
organisation if this meant their local NHS hospital or clinic would be 
at risk of closure. While in these circumstances around half of this 
group (49%) would still be happy to be treated in a non-NHS facility, 
the other half (48%) were not. 

Preference for NHS provision varies by party support, with higher 
preference among Labour supporters compared with other parties. 
Further detail on this and analysis by age can be found in Gershlick 
et al (2015).

 43% don’t mind  
who provides NHS 
treatments. 
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Conclusions
At first glance, we appear to have uncovered a quite remarkable 
trend in this paper. Satisfaction with the NHS has increased even 
though the NHS has been under considerable financial pressure, 
performance on headline targets such as A&E waiting times is 
slipping, and there is continuing controversy about the impact of the 
Coalition government’s reforms of the NHS. Is it really the case that, 
despite all the pressures and headlines, the public are simply more 
satisfied with the way the NHS has been performing? 

Our analysis suggests that this is unlikely to be the complete answer. 
The increase in satisfaction has largely been confined to those who 
support the Labour party, who as a result are just as likely to express 
satisfaction as those who back either of the parties in the Coalition.  
This suggests that rather than expressing satisfaction some of our 
respondents were instead expressing support for the NHS at a time 
when they may see it as under threat. 

Indeed, despite the fact that over two-thirds say they are satisfied 
with the NHS, concerns about money (and the lack of it) are 
widespread. However, while an overwhelming majority think the 
NHS is facing a significant funding problem, it is not clear that there 
is any consensus about what should be done about it. Most do not 
think that taxes should be increased in order to raise more funds for 
the NHS. Charging for aspects of the service appears to be even 
less popular, while there is reluctance to see spending on other 
public services reduced in order to make more headroom for the 
NHS. These views are perhaps in part a reflection of the fact that 
many people think that the NHS wastes money, and that its funding 
difficulties could be eased by being more efficient. 

Yet at the same time there appears to be an expectation (or a 
suspicion) that over the longer term the NHS may not be able to 
continue as a universal service paid for out of collective taxation - 
even though this is a development that few would welcome.  The 
public may still value the NHS, but it is far from clear that it is willing 
to take the medicine that might be needed to ensure that it does not 
suffer a premature demise.
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Appendix

The data for Figure 2 are as follows:

The data for Figure 3 are as follows:

 
Table A1. Satisfaction with the NHS, 1983–2014

83 84 86 87 89 90 91 93 94 95
 

% % % % % % % % % %

Satisfied 55 51 40 40 37 37 40 44 44 37

Neither 20 19 19 20 18 15 19 18 17 18

Dissatisfied 26 30 40 40 46 47 41 38 38 45
 

Unweighted base 1761 1675 3100 2847 3029 2797 2918 2945 3469 3633
 

96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05
 

% % % % % % % % % %

Satisfied 36 34 42 46 42 39 40 44 44 48

Neither 14 15 22 20 19 20 18 18 20 20

Dissatisfied 50 50 36 33 39 41 41 37 37 31
 

Unweighted base 3620 1355 3146 3143 3426 2188 2287 2293 3199 3193
 

06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14
 

% % % % % % % % %

Satisfied 49 51 58 64 70 58 61 60 65

Neither 16 19 16 16 12 18 16 17 19

Dissatisfied 34 30 25 19 18 24 23 22 15
 

Unweighted base 2143 3078 3358 3421 3297 1096 1103 1063 1937
 

 
Table A2. Satisfaction with GPs and dentists, 1983–2014

83 86 87 89 90 91 93 94 95
 

% satisfied

GPs 80 77 79 80 80 83 83 80 79

Dentists 73 74 74 70 69 68 58 57 55
 

Unweighted base 1761 3100 2847 3029 2797 2918 2945 3469 3633
 

96 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05
 

% satisfied

GPs 77 75 76 76 71 72 72 72 74

Dentists 52 53 53 62 53 54 52 42 45
 

Unweighted base 3620 3146 3143 3426 2188 2287 2293 3199 3193
 

06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14
 

% satisfied

GPs 76 76 77 80 77 73 74 74 71

Dentists 42 42 42 48 50 56 56 57 54
 

Unweighted base 2143 3078 3358 3421 3297 1096 1103 1063 971
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The data for Figure 4 are as follows:

The data for Figure 5 are as follows:

 
Table A3. Satisfaction with NHS inpatients, outpatients and accident and emergency services, 
1983–2014

83 86 87 89 90 91 93 94 95
 

% satisfied

Inpatients 74 67 67 65 63 64 64 58 57
Accident and emergency 

service n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a

Outpatients 61 55 54 52 51 52 57 56 55
 

Unweighted base 1761 3100 2847 3029 2797 2918 2945 3469 3633
 

96 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05
 

% satisfied

Inpatients 53 54 58 59 51 51 53 48 50
Accident and emergency 

service n/a n/a 52 52 43 43 45 46 51

Outpatients 52 52 56 58 50 52 54 54 61
 

Unweighted base 3620 3146 3143 3426 2188 2287 2293 3199 3193
 

06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14
 

% satisfied

Inpatients 46 49 51 59 59 55 52 58 59
Accident and emergency 

service 46 51 53 59 61 54 59 53 58

Outpatients 57 60 61 68 67 61 64 67 69
 

Unweighted base 2143 3078 3358 3421 3297 1096 1103 1063 971
 

 
Table A4. Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with social care, by age

18–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+ All
 

Satisfaction with social care % % % % % %

Satisfied 32 29 31 28 36 31

Neither 38 32 24 27 25 30

Dissatisfied 21 28 39 41 31 30
 

Unweighted base 122 173 176 145 284 971
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The data for Figure 6 are as follows:

 
Table A5. Satisfaction with the NHS, by party identification, 1983–2014

83 84 86 87 89 90 91 93 94 95
 

% satisfied

Conservative 57 55 46 48 44 47 53 55 56 52

Unweighted base 676 640 1054 1095 1198 986 1053 964 1009 957
 

Labour 56 46 37 35 29 28 31 37 37 30

Unweighted base 584 595 1080 824 1017 1074 1010 1101 1404 1610
 

Liberal Democrat 44 51 33 31 30 30 31 33 40 32

Unweighted base 258 220 542 533 335 220 358 368 491 452
 

Unweighted base (all) 1761 1675 3100 2847 3029 2797 2918 2945 3469 3633
 

96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 95
 

% satisfied

Conservative 49 45 46 46 44 40 37 38 43 41

Unweighted base 1012 378 818 785 937 486 572 568 831 802
 

Labour 28 28 39 50 44 41 43 50 52 55

Unweighted base 1528 560 1398 1333 1394 995 956 867 1038 1291
 

Liberal Democrat 33 34 35 39 37 35 40 45 42 47

Unweighted base 391 129 324 323 341 263 246 245 404 397
 

Unweighted base (all) 3620 1355 3146 3143 3426 2188 2287 2293 3199 3193
 

06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14
 

% satisfied

Conservative 48 46 57 61 70 64 64 66 67

Unweighted base 572 786 1087 961 943 284 298 264 523
 

Labour 54 57 64 73 74 56 64 59 69

Unweighted base 699 1083 934 905 1011 362 361 358 563
 

Liberal Democrat 47 55 59 66 74 67 63 63 68

Unweighted base 248 280 312 330 411 87 78 65 95
 

Unweighted base (all) 2143 3078 3358 3421 3297 1096 1103 1063 1937
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The data for Figure 7 are as follows:

Note figures for 2010 are estimated.

The data for Figure 5 are as follows:

 
Table A6. Satisfaction with the NHS, by contact with NHS, 1998–2014

98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06
 

% satisfied
Recent personal contact with 

inpatient or outpatient 41 51 47 46 46 45 47 53 54
 

Unweighted base 1863 977 1225 741 788 745 1176 1122 809
 

No contact with either inpatient 
or outpatient 40 43 36 35 34 42 41 48 46

 
Unweighted base 633 784 943 607 594 566 584 668 476

 
07 08 09 (10) 11 12 13 14

 

% satisfied
Recent personal contact with 

inpatient or outpatient 56 64 68 (74) 62 63 65 69
 

Unweighted base 1173 1295 1266 (n/a) 379 379 369 346
 

No contact with either inpatient 
or outpatient 48 54 59 (69) 57 61 49 59

 
Unweighted base 627 784 712 (n/a) 191 259 189 151

 

 
Table A7. Support and opposition for the NHS becoming available only to those with lower 
incomes, by party identification and household income

Support Oppose
Unweighted 

bases
 

Party identification

Conservative % 30 70 271

Labour % 27 73 260

Liberal Democrat % 33 66 48

UKIP % 40 60 85

Household income quartiles 

Lowest income quartile % 34 66 238

2nd income quartile % 36 64 188

3rd income quartile % 27 73 184

Highest income quartile % 25 74 187
 

All % 32 68 971
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Politics
Disengaged and disconnected? Trends in attitudes 
towards politics
Concerns about the levels of political engagement amongst voters in Britain have often 
been expressed in the wake of much lower turnouts at recent general elections. Soon 
after coming to power the Coalition said it wanted to restore our faith in politics. Has it 
succeeded?  

Political spectators, not activists
While most are not normally active in politics, many do follow what is happening. 

• Less than half have engaged in a political action other than voting or signing a petition. 
• But nearly two-thirds (65%) follow political news on a daily basis.
• And half say they sometimes talk about politics to family and friends.

Growth in disconnection not reversed
Long-term trends towards greater voter disconnection have not been reversed during the 
Coalition’s time in office, though our interest in politics is undiminished. 

• Only 17% trust governments most of the time, just as only 16% did in 2009, but far less than 
the 38% who did in 1986.

• Fifty-seven per cent believe they have a duty to vote, in line with the 58% who did so in 2009, 
but down from 76% in 1987. 

• Thirty-two per cent say they have “quite a lot” or “a great deal” of interest in politics, similar 
levels to 1986, when 29% expressed this view.

Principle of coalition government has become unpopular
Support for the principle of coalition government has fallen heavily since 2010, but this has not 
generated greater concern about the health of Britain’s democracy.

• Only 29% now prefer coalition to single party government, down from 45% before the 
Coalition was formed.

• But 57% appear to think that democracy works at least reasonably well in Britain, little 
changed from a decade ago.
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Introduction
We have become accustomed in recent years to the expression 
of concerns about low turnout, voter apathy, and people’s lack of 
trust in or respect for politicians (see for example, Dunleavy et al. 
(2010), House of Commons Political and Constitutional Reform 
Committee (2014), Whittam Smith, 2014)). The reason for this worry 
is not hard to find. Turnout in UK general elections declined during 
the second half of the 20th century and has been lower still since 
the turn of the millennium. Previous British Social Attitudes surveys 
have shown that this apparent voter apathy appears to be part of a 
broader disconnection with politics, with, for example, fewer people 
accepting that they have a duty to vote and fewer feeling any sense 
of attachment to a political party (Curtice and Butt, 2010; Lee and 
Young, 2013). These trends have been particularly apparent among 
younger people. 

Not that all the evidence has pointed towards inexorable decline. 
In our 30th British Social Attitudes report, for example, we found 
signs of a possible reversal of the decline in civic duty, and a small 
increase in levels of political interest (Lee and Young, 2013). A 65% 
turnout at the 2010 election represented a marked improvement on 
the 59% recorded in 2001. More recently, the Scottish Independence 
Referendum suggested a more enthusiastic level of participation in 
the democratic process is possible when voters are presented with a 
straight choice on a subject about which many feel passionately and 
nearly all believe is important. Turnout in that ballot reached 85%, 
higher than in any previous nationwide ballot in Scotland held since 
the advent of the mass franchise (Electoral Commission, 2014).

Nevertheless political disengagement was one of the issues that 
David Cameron and Nick Clegg promised to address when they 
joined forces in May 2010, not least through a seemingly ambitious 
programme of constitutional reform. The Coalition’s Programme for 
Government, which outlined the agreement between the two parties 
stated, “The Government believes that our political system is broken. 
We urgently need fundamental political reform” (Cabinet Office, 2010: 
26). Meanwhile in a speech he gave shortly after becoming Deputy 
Prime Minister, Nick Clegg described the Coalition’s programme 
as “the most significant programme of empowerment by a British 
government since the great reforms of the 19th Century” and claimed 
that it would “persuade you to put your faith in politics once again” 
(Clegg, 2010). 

Some of that programme, eventually, saw the light of day, including:
• introducing fixed term parliaments (removing the Prime Minister’s 

power to call a general election at the time of his or her choosing);
• introducing a bill to give voters the right to ‘recall’ their MP if he 

or she has been found to have broken parliamentary rules or has 
committed an imprisonable offence;

• and de-centralising power through measures such as locally 
elected mayors and extending the powers of local councils.
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A referendum on changing the electoral system in general elections 
to the Alternative Vote was also held   in 2011, although this resulted 
in a vote for no change. Meanwhile, others of the Coalition’s 
proposed political reforms have not been implemented, most 
notably introducing an elected House of Lords. Nevertheless, it is 
still worthwhile assessing whether there is any evidence that the 
government has met its broader aspirations to restore our ‘faith in 
politics’. 

We address two main questions. First, we ask how politically 
‘engaged or disengaged’ people are in Britain. We examine 
membership of different parties and groups, participation in political 
and social action, and ‘everyday’ informal engagement in politics via, 
for example, discussions with friends and neighbours, all of them 
behaviours that indicate some kind of involvement with politics in 
Britain today. Second, we ask whether the public is ‘connected or 
disconnected’ with politics, by examining attitudes towards politics in 
Britain nowadays. Do people think democracy works well in Britain? 
Are the government and MPs trusted by those they represent? 
And do the electorate feel they have a say in how the government 
operates? 

Most of our data come from a set of questions included on the 
most recent British Social Attitudes survey (2014) as part of an 
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) (see http://www.
issp.org/) module on ‘Citizenship’. In addition, we report on a few 
questions that are asked as part of the extensive ‘background’ 
information that we routinely collect about our respondents. Our 
main focus is on the data for 2014, but where appropriate we also 
compare these results with those obtained the last time the ISSP 
questions were asked, in 2004. As most of these questions were not 
asked in the intervening years, we are not always able to pinpoint 
precisely when any changes have occurred, or to relate them to a 
particular event or development within that ten-year period. However, 
we can still consider the broader question of whether the levels of 
engagement and connection with politics in 2014 are different from 
those found a decade ago, and thus whether there is any reason to 
suspect that the Coalition might have presided over a switch to a 
more engaged and connected Britain.

Are we engaged or disengaged?
We start by assessing the extent to which British people are engaged 
in politics. We define ‘engagement’ as any behaviour that involves 
people either in the political process or in wider political activity. 
This engagement could comprise formal activities such as voting 
in elections, or less formal actions such as signing a petition or 
attending a demonstration. We also consider the extent to which 
politics features in people’s everyday lives, through conversations 
with others and watching or reading political news. While day-to-day 
conversation or following the news might be regarded as a relatively 
low level form of ‘engagement’, it nonetheless provides an indication 
of how far removed (or otherwise) the public is from politics in Britain 
today. Even if people are not engaged in political activity, if they are 
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still interested enough to talk about politics with their friends and 
family, then it is difficult to argue that they are wholly disengaged 
from the political process, and might in the right circumstances 
perhaps be tempted or persuaded to do something more active.

Voting and political activity

Post-war Britain flocked to the polls. In 1950, no less than 84% voted 
in that year’s general election. But that is now a distant memory. In 
the three general elections that so far have been held in this century, 
turnout has been lower than at any time since 1922, falling well below 
the 70% mark. It remains to be seen how the 2015 election will fit 
into this trend.

However, voting is far from being the only possible way of getting 
involved in politics. Some have suggested that younger generations 
in particular have become more involved in other forms of political 
activity and engagement even when they might prove disinclined 
to take a trip to the polling station (Norris, 2002; Sloam, 2014). For 
example, people may be members of particular groups, such as 
trade unions or voluntary associations, that campaign on particular 
issues about which they care. Or they might take action more 
directly on such issues – by, for example, signing petitions or joining 
demonstrations.

For a variety of different kinds of groups, the ISSP module asked 
respondents whether they were currently members and “actively 
participate”, were members but “don’t participate”, or whether they 
“used to belong” or “never belonged”. As Table 1 shows, in most 
cases membership is low, and “active” membership even lower. 
Membership of political parties is particularly low – just 9% of our 
sample claim to belong to a political party, though in truth even 
this figure is an exaggeration. The parties’ own membership figures 
suggest that no more than 1% now belong, even though there have 
recently been increases in the membership of the Scottish National 
Party (SNP), the Green Party and the United Kingdom Independence 
Party (UKIP) (Keen, 2015). Some of our respondents were probably 
claiming psychological rather than paid membership. In any event, 
only 1% say they are active members. Active membership of trade 
unions and voluntary associations is higher but this is still very clearly 
something in which only a minority of the public are engaged: 5% 
actively belong to a trade union, while 12% say the same about a 
voluntary association. Participation is much higher (26%) in sports or 
leisure groups than in any organisation that might be thought to have 
a political purpose. None of this however is new, except that fewer 
now claim to be a member of a religious organisation than did ten 
years ago – an unsurprising finding given the decline in attendance at 
religious services in recent years (Lee, 2012).
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Table 1. Belonging to groups and associations, 2004 and 2014*

2004 2014
 

Political party % %

Belong, actively participate 1 1

Belong, don’t participate 9 7
 

A trade union, business or professional association % %

Belong, actively participate 5 5

Belong, don’t participate 17 16
 

Another voluntary association % %

Belong, actively participate 12 12

Belong, don’t participate 5 4
 

A church or other religious organisation % %

Belong, actively participate 16 12

Belong, don’t participate 18 12
 

A sports, leisure or cultural group % %

Belong, actively participate 23 26

Belong, don’t participate 6 6

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

*The full question text is shown in the appendix; proportions that do not belong are not shown in the 
table, but are included in the base.

However, group membership is arguably a relatively formal way of 
getting involved in politics compared with undertaking particular 
actions such as signing a petition, demonstrating or boycotting 
goods, actions that can be undertaken without signing up for a 
formal membership. We therefore also asked respondents to tell us 
how frequently they had done various “different forms of political 
and social action”. As Table 2 shows, the most commonly reported 
form of action in our list is “signed a petition”; no less than 67% say 
they have done this either “in the past year” or “in the more distant 
past”. Signing a petition, however, demands little in terms of time and 
commitment. Other kinds of political activity are much less common, 
albeit more common than getting involved in party politics. For 
example, 26% have contacted a politician or civil servant at some 
point in their lives, and at least 15% report having attended a political 
meeting or rally. Meanwhile, although the rise of social media and 
new technologies open up new and perhaps more easily accessible 
ways of getting involved, just 14% of us say we have expressed 
political views online. 

Although signing a petition is the most common form of political 
activity, in fact rather fewer people say they have signed one in our 
most recent survey than did so in 2004; the 67% figure for 2014 
compares with 73% in 2004. This is perhaps surprising given the 
recent expansion in online epetitions (although it is possible that, 
for some respondents, the reference to “signed” in the question 
encouraged them to think of physically signing a paper petition 

 26% have contacted a 
politician or civil servant 
at some point in their 
lives. 
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rather than adding their name to a virtual one). Otherwise, there 
has been relatively little change in reported levels of participation. 
So while there is nothing here to indicate that there has been 
a decline in political activity, equally there is no indication that, 
amongst the public as a whole at least, the decline in turnout is 
being accompanied by greater involvement in other forms of political 
action.

+ A question about joining internet forums was included in the 2004 survey, eliciting a response 
of 3%. The difference in question wording is such that we can’t compare this result with the 2014 
figure. 

n/a = not asked

Everyday engagement

We have seen then that levels of election turnout have declined since 
the mid-20th century (albeit it does not yet appear to be in a terminal 
spiral), party membership is low, and that there is scant evidence that 
these ways of getting involved in party politics have been replaced 
by other forms of political activity, particularly where this involves 
anything more taxing than signing a petition. But do these relatively 
low levels of engagement mean that politics does not feature in most 
people’s day to day lives? 

Seemingly not. As many as 50% of the British public say they 
“often” or “sometimes” discuss politics with friends, relatives or 
fellow workers (see Table 3). This suggests that there is, perhaps, a 
substantial body of people who engage on a regular basis in political 
debate even though they may rarely get involved in political activity, 
if indeed they do so at all. Moreover, the proportion saying that they 
“often” or “sometimes” discuss politics is five percentage points 
higher now than a decade earlier. In short, while only a minority of us 
appear to be willing to become political activists, quite a few of us 
are ‘political spectators’.

 
Table 2. Forms of political and social action, 2004 and 2014

2004 2014
 

Have done in the past year or in the more distant past % %

have signed a petition 73 67

have boycotted, or deliberately bought, certain products for political, 
ethical or environmental reasons 38 36

have donated money or raised funds for a social or political activity 30 31

have contacted, or attempted to contact, a politician or a civil servant to 
express your views 23 26

have taken part in a demonstration 14 17

have attended a political meeting or rally 14 15

have expressed political views on the internet+ n/a 14

have contacted or appeared in the media to express your views 10 12

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

 50% of the British 
public “often” or 
“sometimes” discuss 
politics with friends, 
relatives or fellow 
workers. 
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Table 3. When you get together with your friends, relatives or fellow workers, how often do you 
discuss politics? 2004 and 2014

2004 2014
 

% %

Often 8 9

Sometimes 36 41

Rarely 36 30

Never 19 18

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

Moreover, over eight in ten (83%) of us keep up with political news 
at least once a week, either through newspapers, TV, radio or online 
(Table 4). Sixty-five per cent of us use at least one of these methods 
to access political news on a daily basis, while a further 18% do so 
at least once a week. Only 7% say that they “never” access political 
news via any of these routes. Again, this indicates that low-level, 
everyday engagement with what is going on in politics apparently 
exceeds the level of involvement in any more substantial political 
activity.

*Questions regarding the use of specific media types (newspaper, television, radio and internet) 
were asked as separate questions. The question about accessing political news via any of these 
means was asked separately, with all of the specific types of media listed within one question. Full 
questions are listed in the appendix.

The most popular medium for accessing political news is TV, with 
nearly two-thirds (64%) watching political news on that medium on 
a “daily” or “weekly” basis. Given TV’s continued predominance, it is 
perhaps no surprise that there has been so much controversy about 
who should participate in any televised leader debates that are held 
in advance of the 2015 general election. Meanwhile, although 40% 
of us now use the internet to get political news or information on at 
least a weekly basis, this remains lower than the 46% that continue 
to read the political content of a newspaper at least once a week. So 
although much has been made of sharp falls in newspaper circulation 
(Greenslade, 2014), it appears that many people are still likely to use 

 
Table 4. Frequency of accessing political news  and information, 2014

Newspaper Television Radio Internet

Access 
political 

news via 
any of these 

means
 

Frequency % % % % %

Daily 21 29 18 20 65

Weekly 26 34 20 21 18

Less than 1 day a week 22 18 17 16 7

Never 28 16 41 40 7

 
Unweighted base 1580 1580 1580 1580 1580

 

 The most popular 
medium for accessing 
political news is TV. 
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newspapers as one of the ways in which they follow the 2015 general 
election. 

We appear then to have a tale of two halves. When it comes to 
formal party political activities such as voting and joining a party, 
engagement has either been in decline over the longer term or is 
at relatively low levels. However, a higher proportion are involved in 
everyday things like talking about politics with friends and following 
the news, and we seem to be at least as involved in these activities 
now as we were a decade ago. Few of us may be ‘activists’ but it 
seems that many of us are ‘spectators’.

Are we connected or disconnected?
Attempts to explain the apparent decline in engagement with politics 
in Britain, at least so far as voting is concerned, commonly draw on 
the idea that we are becoming increasingly politically ‘disconnected’ 
– that we have lost faith in the political system, we feel that politics 
has nothing to do with or offer ‘people like us’, we do not trust 
our politicians and that, as a result, we have lost the interest and 
sense of duty required to motivate us to show up and vote (Curtice, 
2011). In other words, underpinning these changes in behaviour are 
believed to be major shifts in attitudes towards politics in Britain. 
But how much of this is actually supported by evidence? In this half 
of the paper, we examine various attitudinal measures of political 
‘connectedness’, from political interest, through to duty to vote.

Political interest

Declining voter turnout in UK general elections may be taken to imply 
that we are losing interest in politics. But is this actually the case? 
British Social Attitudes has asked people how much interest they 
have in politics on a regular basis since 1986, asking:

How much interest do you generally have in what is going on 
in politics
... a great deal, quite a lot, some, not very much, or, none at 
all?

Table 5 shows that the figures for 2013, the last year in which the 
question was asked, were remarkably similar to the figures for 1986. 
In 1986, 60% had at least “some” interest, while in 2013 the figure 
was 63%. The figures for most years in between have also been 
much the same. General election turnouts may have declined over 
the last three decades, but the explanation does not appear to be 
that people are simply less interested in politics. 

In this respect, British Social Attitudes’ findings appear to run counter 
to the Hansard Society’s Audit of Political Engagement series, which, 
until its most recent survey, had appeared to show that political 
interest had declined (Hansard Society, 2012; 2014). However, the 
drop in political interest they recorded in 2011 (which was replicated 
in 2012) coincided with a change in polling company, while a reversal 
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of that drop in 2013 followed a switch back to the original company.1 
The difference between the fluctuation in the Hansard series and the 
relatively stable level of political interest recorded by British Social 
Attitudes since 1986 highlights the value of maintaining a consistent 
approach when attempting to track changes in attitudes over time.

Evidence from a slightly different question asked in 2014, as part of 
the ISSP ‘Citizenship’ module, which asked people “How interested 
would you say you personally are in politics?” also indicates that a 
relatively large section of the British population has at least some 
level of interest in politics. In response to this question as many 
as 55% say they are “very” or “fairly” interested, while just 14% 
state they are “not at all interested”2. Again there is no evidence of 
a decline in political interest in comparison to  a decade earlier – if 
anything, slightly more say they are at least “fairly” interested in 2014 
(55%) than did in 2004 (49%).

Neither is there any evidence that people’s confidence in their 
understanding of politics has waned over the last decade. Over 
half (55%) agree that they have “a pretty good understanding of 
the important political issues facing Britain” (an increase of five 
percentage points on a decade earlier). Only 15% of people actively 
disagree that they have “a pretty good understanding”, down five 
percentage points since 2004 (See Appendix, Table A1).

Perceived influence over politics

Whether or not people are interested in or understand politics may 
be irrelevant if they feel that they cannot influence it. Perhaps people 
are less likely to vote now compared with two decades ago because 
they feel that voting does not make any difference to the issues that 
matter to them. Indeed, a version of this argument has been put 
forward recently by the comedian Russell Brand, who has gained 
considerable attention by arguing that voting is a waste of time 
because all political parties are in league with international corporate 
interests (Brand, 2014).

Our data suggest that there is indeed quite a high level of scepticism 
among the British public about their ability to influence political 
decision-making (Table 6). Forty-four per cent agree that “people like 

 
Table 5. Interest in politics, selected years 1986-2013 

1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 2011 2012 2013
 

% % % % % % % %

Great deal/quite a lot 29 32 31 31 34 35 35 32

Some 31 31 33 35 34 31 32 32

Not much/none at all 39 36 37 34 32 34 33 37

 
Unweighted base 1548 1445 3620 3287 1077 2215 1103 1063

 

1. The 2010 survey was conducted by IPSOS MORI, the 2011-2012 surveys by TNS, and the 2013 
survey by IPSOS MORI again.
2. Full figures are: “Very interested” 11%, “Fairly interested” 44%, “Not very interested” 29%, “Not 
at all interested” 14%, “Can’t choose” or not answered 2%

 55% are “very” or 
“fairly” interested in 
politics. 
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me don’t have any say about what the government does” while just 
over half (53%) agree that “I don’t think the government cares much 
what people like me think”. However, we do not seem to be any 
more likely to be disillusioned in this respect than we were a decade 
ago – in fact, the proportion who agree that people like them do not 
have any say about what government does has actually declined by 
eight percentage points since 2004, while the proportion who feel the 
government does not much care what “people like me think” remains 
largely unchanged.3

Much the same picture emerged when we asked people whether 
they felt they might attempt to influence a political decision, such as 
a proposed unjust or harmful law, more directly, and if so whether 
they thought their efforts would gain much traction with parliament. 
The questions were as follows:

Suppose a law were being considered by parliament that you 
considered to be unjust or harmful…

If such a case arose, how likely is it that you, acting alone or 
together with others, would be able to try to do something 
about it?

If you made such an effort, how likely is it that parliament 
would give serious attention to your demands?

Although most (52%) say they would be unlikely to try and take 
action, two in five (40%) claim they would be “very” or “fairly” likely 
to do so (Table 7). However, only 16% believe that it is likely that, if 
they did make such an effort, parliament would give serious attention 
to their demands. These findings are also broadly similar to those 
recorded in 2004. Again, the British public appears rather doubtful of 
its ability to influence important political decisions, albeit no more so 
than it was ten years ago.

 
Table 6. Views about perceived influence on politics, 2004 and 2014

2004 2014
 

People like me don’t have any say about what the government does % %

Agree 52 44

Neither agree nor disagree 19 24

Disagree 25 28
 

I don’t think the government cares much what people like me think % %

Agree 57 53

Neither agree nor disagree 17 20

Disagree 22 23

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

 44% agree that 
“people like me don’t 
have any say about what 
government does. 

3. The apparent decline of 4 percentage points is not a statistically significant change.NatCen Social Research
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Table 7. Suppose a law were being considered by parliament that you considered to be unjust 
or harmful… 2004 and 2014

2004 2014
 

If such a case arose, how likely is it that you, acting alone or together 
with others, would be able to try to do something about it? % %

…Very/fairly likely 37 40

…Very/fairly unlikely 57 52

…Don’t know 5 7
 

If you made such an effort, how likely is it that parliament would give 
serious attention to your demands? % %

…Very/fairly likely 17 16

…Very/fairly unlikely 77 75

…Don’t know 5 7

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

Democracy

Does people’s scepticism about their ability to influence political 
decisions reflect a general cynicism about the functioning of British 
democracy? Do we agree with Russell Brand’s assessment that our 
current system of parliamentary democracy is flawed? To assess this, 
we can look at the responses to the following three questions:

How well does democracy work in Britain today?

And what about 10 years ago? How well did democracy work 
in Britain then? 

And how about 10 years from now? How well do you think 
democracy will work in Britain then?

In each case, respondents were asked to reply by choosing a number 
between 0 and 10, where 0 indicates  “very poorly” and 10 “very 
well”. So far as democracy “today” is concerned, a majority, 57%, 
make a positive response, that is they give an answer (between 6 and 
10) above the midpoint (5) of the scale (see the top section of Table 
8). However, there is no great strength of feeling about this matter: 
almost no-one uses the extreme values on the scale (i.e. 0 or 10), 
while sizeable minorities choose the mid-point (18%), or say they 
cannot choose (10%).

Meanwhile, although people do not appear to think that the 
state of our democracy is worse now than it was a decade ago – 
assessments of how well it worked ten years ago are very similar 
to those for “today” – they do appear to be more doubtful about 
democracy’s future prospects. Just 47% give a positive response 
to that question (that is they give the likely future functioning of our 
democracy a score of 6 or more out of 10) – ten points lower than 
the reading for “today”. However, we cannot infer from this that 
most people are now particularly pessimistic about the future of 
democracy – the 47% whose responses indicate that they expect it 

 People do not appear 
to think that the state of 
our democracy is worse 
now than it was a decade 
ago. 
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to function reasonably well a decade from now still far outweigh the 
22% who give a definitely negative response to this question (a score 
of between 0 and 4 out of 10). Moreover, the pattern of responses 
to this question are much the same now as they were in 2004 – as 
indeed is also true of the other two questions. While we may not be 
wildly enthusiastic about how well our democracy works, most of us 
do not yet appear to think it is broken, and we are certainly no more 
negative about it now than we were ten years ago.

However, there is one feature of our current democracy about 
which we are apparently rather less enthusiastic about now than we 
were before 2010: coalition government. Since 1983, British Social 
Attitudes has asked people on a number of occasions whether they 
prefer single party government or two or more parties in coalition. 
The question reads as follows:

Which do you think would generally be better for Britain 
nowadays ...  
...to have a government at Westminster formed by one 
political party on its own,
or, to have a government at Westminster formed by two 
political parties together - in coalition?

As Figure 1 shows, for most of the time between the first British 
Social Attitudes survey in 1983 and the formation of the Coalition 
in 2010, support for single party government and for coalition was 
typically finely balanced; only in the late eighties and early nineties 
did support for single party government temporarily pull ahead. 
However, it seems that it did not take much experience of seeing 
the current Coalition in action to undermine support for the idea 

 
Table 8. Views about democracy in Britain, 2004 and 2014

How well democracy works in Britain… 2004 2014
 

…today % %

0-4 (Below mid-point incl. “Very poorly”) 17 15

5 (mid-point) 18 18

6-10 (Above mid-point incl. “Very well”) 55 57

Can’t Choose 10 10
 

… 10 years ago % %

0-4 (Below mid-point incl. “Very poorly”) 16 14

5 (mid-point) 15 15

6-10 (Above mid-point incl. “Very well”) 53 55

Can’t Choose 16 16
 

… 10 years from now % %

0-4 (Below mid-point incl. “Very poorly”) 23 22

5 (mid-point) 14 14

6-10 (Above mid-point incl. “Very well”) 43 47

Can’t Choose 20 18

 
Unweighted base 853 1580
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Table 9. Support for coalition government by party identification, 2007, 2010 and 2014

% favouring coalition government 2007 2010 2014
Change 

07-14
Change 

10-14
 

Conservative 38 41 25 -13 -16

Labour 43 27 28 -16 0

Liberal Democrat 53 59 50 -3 -9

None 47 42 33 -14 -9
 

in principle. At 40% support was already a little lower in 2010 
(immediately after the Coalition was formed) than it had been three 
years earlier (45%). But between 2010 and 2011 the proportion who 
preferred coalition plummeted to just 28%, an all-time low, and in our 
most recent survey it still stands at just 29%. In contrast, as many as 
62% now say they favour single party government.

Figure 1. Preference for single party or coalition government, 1983-2014

The data on which Figure 1 is based can be found in Table A2 in the appendix to this paper

Apparently any hopes that the Liberal Democrats might have had 
that voters would come to accept coalitions once they saw one in 
action have been dashed by the experience of the last five years. 
However, we need to be aware that voters’ reactions to this question 
are to some degree affected by which party they support. As Table 
9 shows, even before the Coalition was formed, Conservative and 
Labour supporters were less keen on the idea of coalition than the 
Liberal Democrats – after all experience gave both sets of supporters 
reason to believe that their party had every prospect of being able to 
form a single party government. Nevertheless, in both cases around 
two in five still backed the idea of coalition.  However, as soon as 
the Coalition between the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats 
had been formed, Labour supporters in particular became much less 
keen on the idea, with just 27% backing coalition. For many of them, 
it seems, the idea had become tainted because of its association 
with their political opponents.

 29% prefer coalition  
to single party 
government. 

The unweighted bases for Table 9 can be found in Table A3 in the appendix to this paper
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 Liberal Democrat 
supporters have largely 
retained their faith in the 
idea of coalition. 

Four years on, Liberal Democrat supporters have largely retained 
their faith in the idea,4 but Conservative supporters are now much 
cooler about it. Only a quarter (25%) now think it is a good idea. 
Perhaps for them the constraints and tensions of being in coalition 
have come to seem greater than the immediate benefit it delivered 
in terms of enabling their party to regain power.  But if so, they are 
not alone in having formed that view, for those with no particular 
partisan axe to grind are now less keen on coalition too. It is perhaps 
above all the decline in the support (from 42% in 2010 to 33% now) 
amongst those who do not support any particular party that suggests 
that, partisan considerations aside, the experience is not widely 
thought to have been a great success.

Trust

Declining trust in government and politicians is another recurrent 
theme among those seeking to explain declining turn out in general 
elections. Here there has indeed been a big shift in attitudes during 
the last three decades. On numerous occasions since 1986, British 
Social Attitudes has asked:

How much do you trust British governments of any party to 
place the needs of the nation above the interests of their own 
political party?

In 2013, the last year for which data are available, just one in six 
(17%) said that they trusted governments either “just about always” 
or “most of the time” (see Figure 2). The figure is typical of that 
obtained in most non-election years since the turn of the century - 
but is less than half that recorded in 1986 (38%).  Conversely, nearly 
one third (32%) of people said in 2013 that they “almost never” 
trust the government. While that figure is down on the 40% who 
expressed that view in 2009, at the height of the MPs expenses 
scandal, it is nonetheless higher than it had been at any time before 
2003. In short, while we have always been somewhat reluctant to 
invest our faith in politicians, we have been markedly less willing to 
do so during the last decade or so. However, it is important to note 
that the most popular answer to this question in 2013, was that 
people trusted government “only some of the time”, a view held by 
51% of people. Figure 2 does not include data for those answering 
“only some of the time” but these data can be found in Table A4 in 
the appendix to this paper.

4. Although some caution is needed in interpreting figures for Liberal Democrats given the relatively 
small numbers of their supporters in our sample.NatCen Social Research
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Figure 2. Trust in government, 1986-2013

+Source: the second readings for 1987 and 1997 are from the British Election Study. These 
readings, along with those in 2001, 2005 and 2010 were taken shortly after an election had been 
held.

The data on which Figure 2 is based can be found in Table A4 in the appendix to this paper.

Meanwhile, a substantial section of the public questions the 
personal motivations of their politicians. Nearly half (46%) agree 
that “most politicians are in politics only for what they can get out 
of it personally”, while only 20% disagree. Moreover, on this issue 
the public’s view of politicians has deteriorated since this question 
was last asked a decade ago. Then the proportion agreeing with the 
proposition was five percentage points lower at 41% (See Appendix, 
Table A5). 

So when it comes to the question of trust, it seems that we are more 
politically disconnected than we were three decades ago. True, the 
decline in trust predated the advent of the Coalition, but there is also 
little evidence that the political reforms enacted by the Conservative-
Liberal Democrat Coalition have done anything to reverse the long-
term trend. The best that can be said is that levels of trust have not 
fallen yet further.

Strength of party political support

Political parties have long been regarded by democratic theorists 
as an important conduit that helps connect the governed and the 
government. Voters with a strong sense of party identification are 
more likely both to turn out and vote and to accept the rules and 
mores of the nation’s electoral process (Crewe et al., 1977). However, 
much like levels of trust, the proportion of voters who strongly 
identified with a political party (if indeed they identified with a political 
party at all) was in decline long before the Coalition came to power. 
As Table 10 shows, the proportion that said they identified “very” or 
“fairly” strongly with a party fell from 46% in 1987 to 36% by 2010, 
while, conversely, the proportion that said they did not support a 
party at all more or less doubled from 8% to 17%.5 Four years later 
those figures are much the same; 37% claim they “very” or “fairly” 
strongly identify with a party, while nearly one in five (19%) say they 

5. See the Appendix for full details of the questions asked about people’s party identification.NatCen Social Research
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Table 10. Trends in strength of party identification, election years between 1987 and 2010, and 
2014

1987 1997 2001 2005 2010 2014
Change 

87– 14
 

Strength of party 
identification % % % % % %

Very strong 11 9 7 7 7 8 -3

Fairly strong 35 28 29 28 29 29 -6

Not very strong 40 47 49 46 41 44 +4

None 8 10 12 13 17 19 +12

 
Unweighted base 2766 3620 3287 2766 3294 2636

 

 Most people still 
accept that they have a 
duty to vote. 

do not have an affinity with any party. Once again the Coalition’s 
tenure has not been marked by any evidence of a reversal of the 
long-term trend.

Duty to vote

There is no more important influence on people’s likelihood of voting 
than whether or not they feel they have a duty to do so (Curtice and 
Butt, 2010). It is thus significant that this too appears to have eroded 
over the long-term. As part of British Social Attitudes we ask our 
respondents:

Which of these statements comes closest to your view about 
general elections? In a general election…
It’s not really worth voting
People should only vote if they care who wins
It’s everyone’s duty to vote

Most people still accept that they have a duty to vote. In 2013 (the 
last time this question was asked) 57% did so. But as Figure 3 
shows, this is well down on the 76% who felt that way in 1987, or 
even the 68% who did in 1994. Signs in 2010 and 2011 that perhaps 
the trend was beginning to be reversed were not confirmed by the 
more recent 2013 results. Once again, it appears that the Coalition 
has been unable to reverse an apparent longer-term trend towards a 
growing disconnect between voters and the political process. 
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Figure 3. Duty to vote, 1987 - 2013

+ Source: British Election Study

The data on which Figure 3 is based can be found in Table A6 in the appendix to this paper

So in some respects, namely trusting politicians, supporting political 
parties strongly, and accepting a duty to vote, we do now appear 
to be less connected than we once were. However, neither trend 
started during the Coalition’s tenure and none has continued further 
since 2010. Nevertheless, the Deputy Prime Minister’s hopes that the 
Coalition would persuade us to put ‘our faith in politics once again’ 
- do not appear to have been realised. Meanwhile, the government 
has certainly not persuaded us of the merits of coalition government 
itself. Still, so far at least the experience does not seem to have 
undermined our faith in Britain’s democracy more broadly or our 
willingness to take an interest in what politicians do. 

Conclusions
It is hardly surprising that politicians should have seemingly been 
preoccupied in recent years with the ‘health’ of our democracy. 
After all, their right to govern depends on the verdict of the ballot 
box, so they inevitably become concerned if we think that none of 
them is worth our vote. Equally, their hopes of being able to govern 
effectively depend in part on our willingness to follow their lead, and 
that seems less likely to happen if we do not trust what they say and 
do. So if, as is the case, voters have become less likely to vote and 
less likely to put their trust in them, politicians are almost bound to 
become concerned.

But arguably a healthy democracy is also one where citizens keep an 
eye on what their politicians are doing. And in that respect at least, 
Britain’s democracy still appears to be reasonably healthy. Most of us 
follow political developments by one means or another, while around 
half us share our views about what has been happening on at least 
an occasional basis. True, only a minority have a strong interest in 
politics, but that minority is no smaller than it was nearly 30 years 
ago. We may not be heavily involved, but that does not mean we are 
apathetic about what is done in our name.
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Where perhaps there is real reason for concern is that many of 
us are not convinced that politicians would take any notice even 
if we were turn our interest in politics into action. There appears 
to be a widespread perception that government is uncaring and 
unresponsive, and that politicians themselves are on the make. 
This is not a new mood, but it is perhaps one that will have to be 
addressed if the next government is going to be any more successful 
than the Coalition has been at persuading us to put our ‘faith in 
politics’ – and to get involved.
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Appendix

Question wording for Table 1

The full question text for the questions reported in Table 1 is as 
follows:

People sometimes belong to different kinds of groups or 
associations. For each type of group, please indicate whether 
you: belong and actively participate; belong but don’t actively 
participate; used to belong but do not any more; or have never 
belonged to it.

A political party

A trade union, business or professional association

A church or other religious organisation

A sports, leisure or cultural group

Another voluntary association

Question wording for Table 4

The full texts for the questions reported in Table 4 are as follows:

Questions relating to use of specific types of media to access 
political news

On average, how often do you…. 

…read the political content of a newspaper

…watch political news on television

…listen to political news on the radio

…use the Internet to get political news or information

Question relating to use of media in general to access political 
news

How often do you use the media, including television, 
newspapers, radio and the internet to get political news or 
information? 

Party political identification questions

The British Social Attitudes questions to ascertain party identification 
are as follows. First, all respondents are asked:

Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a supporter of 
any one political party?
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Table A1. Self-assessed understanding of political issues, 2004 and 2014

2004 2014
 

I feel I have a pretty good understanding of the important political 
issues facing Britain % %

Agree 50 55

Neither agree nor disagree 25 24

Disagree 20 15

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

Those who do not name a party in response are then asked:

Do you think of yourself as a little closer to one political party 
than to the others?

Those who still do not name a party are then asked:

If there were a general election tomorrow, which political 
party do you think you would be most likely to support?

Finally, all those who named a party at any of these questions are 
asked about the strength of their support or allegiance:

Would you call yourself very strong (party), fairly strong, or not 
very strong?

Tables

 
Table A2. Preference for single party or coalition government, 1983-2014

83 86 87 91 94 95 96 03 05
 

% % % % % % % % %

Single party 47 52 58 56 45 45 47 43 48

Coalition 49 43 37 40 49 50 48 50 44

Don't know 4 4 3 3 6 4 5 6 8
 

Unweighted base 1761 1548 1410 1445 1137 1227 1180 1160 1075
 

07 10 11 14
 

% % % %

Single party 48 48 63 62

Coalition 45 40 28 29

Don't know 7 11 9 8
 

Unweighted base 992 1081 2215 971
 

The data for Figure 1 are as follows:
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Table A3. Unweighted bases for Table 9: Support for coalition by party identification, 2007, 
2010 and 2014

2007 2010 2014
 

Conservative 268 299 271

Labour 340 315 260

Liberal Democrat 96 138 48

None 157 185 158

 

 
Table A5. Attitudes to politicians’ motivations, 2004 and 2014

2004 2014
 

Most politicians are in politics only for what they can get out of it 
personally % %

Agree 41 46

Neither agree nor disagree 31 29

Disagree 24 20

 
Unweighted base 853 1580

 

+Source: the second readings for 1987 and 1997 are from the British Election Study. These readings, 
along with those in 2001, 2005 and 2010 were taken shortly after an election had been held

The data for Figure 2 are as follows:

 
Table A4. Trust in government, 1986-2013

86 87 87+ 91 94 96 97 97+ 98
 

% % % % % % % % %
Just about always / most of 

the time 38 37 47 33 24 22 26 32 28

Only some of the time 46 49 43 50 53 53 48 53 52

Almost never 11 11 9 14 21 23 23 12 17
 

Unweighted base 1548 1410 3413 1445 1137 1180 1355 3615 2071
 

00 01 02 03 05 06 07 09 10
 

% % % % % % % % %
Just about always / most of 

the time 16 28 26 18 26 19 29 16 20

Only some of the time 58 50 47 49 47 46 45 42 45

Almost never 24 20 24 31 26 34 23 40 33
 

Unweighted base 2293 1099 2287 3299 3167 1077 992 1143 1081
 

11 12 13
 

% % %
Just about always / most of 

the time 22 18 17

Only some of the time 45 49 51

Almost never 31 32 32
 

Unweighted base 2215 1103 1063
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The data for Figure 3 are as follows:

 
Table A6. Duty to vote, 1987-2013

87+ 91 94 96 98 00 01 04 05
 

% % % % % % % % %

It is not really worth voting 3 8 9 8 8 11 11 12 12
People should only vote if they 

care who wins 21 24 21 26 26 24 23 27 23

It is every-one’s duty to vote 76 68 68 64 65 64 65 60 64
 

Unweighted base 3413 1224 970 989 1654 2008 2795 2609 1732
 

08 09 10 11 13
 

% % % % %

It is not really worth voting 18 17 18 16 16
People should only vote if they 

care who wins 23 23 20 21 24

It is every-one’s duty to vote 56 58 61 62 57
 

Unweighted base 990 1017 921 1909 904
 

+ Source: British Election Study
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Technical details
In 2014, the sample for the British Social Attitudes survey was split 
into three equally-sized portions. Each portion was asked a different 
version of the questionnaire (versions A, B and C). Depending on 
the number of versions in which it was included, each ‘module’ 
of questions was thus asked either of the full sample (2,878 
respondents) or of a random third or two-thirds of the sample. 

Sample design
The British Social Attitudes survey is designed to yield a 
representative sample of adults aged 18 or over. Since 1993, the 
sampling frame for the survey has been the Postcode Address File 
(PAF), a list of addresses (or postal delivery points) compiled by the 
Post Office.1

For practical reasons, the sample is confined to those living in 
private households. People living in institutions (though not in private 
households at such institutions) are excluded, as are households 
whose addresses were not on the PAF.

The sampling method involved a multi-stage design, with three 
separate stages of selection.

Selection of sectors

At the first stage, postcode sectors were selected systematically from 
a list of all postal sectors in Britain. Before selection, any sectors with 
fewer than 500 addresses were identified and grouped together with 
an adjacent sector; in Scotland all sectors north of the Caledonian 
Canal were excluded (because of the prohibitive costs of interviewing 
there). Sectors were then stratified on the basis of:

• 37 sub-regions;
• population density, (population in private households/area of the 

postal sector in hectares), with variable banding used in order to 
create three equal-sized strata per sub-region; and

• ranking by percentage of homes that were owner-occupied.

This resulted in the selection of 261 postcode sectors, with 
probability proportional to the number of addresses in each sector.

Selection of addresses

Twenty-six addresses were selected in each of the 261 sectors or 
groups of sectors. The issued sample was therefore 261 x 26 = 6,786 
addresses, selected by starting from a random point on the list of 
addresses for each sector, and choosing each address at a fixed 
interval. The fixed interval was calculated for each sector in order to 
generate the correct number of addresses.
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The Multiple-Occupancy Indicator (MOI) available through PAF was 
used when selecting addresses in Scotland. The MOI shows the 
number of accommodation spaces sharing one address. Thus, if 
the MOI indicated more than one accommodation space at a given 
address, the chances of the given address being selected from the 
list of addresses would increase so that it matched the total number 
of accommodation spaces. The MOI is largely irrelevant in England 
and Wales, as separate dwelling units (DUs) generally appear as 
separate entries on the PAF. In Scotland, tenements with many flats 
tend to appear as one entry on the PAF. However, even in Scotland, 
the vast majority (99.8per cent) of MOIs in the sample had a value 
of one. The remainder had MOIs greater than one. The MOI affects 
the selection probability of the address, so it was necessary to 
incorporate an adjustment for this into the weighting procedures 
(described below).

Selection of individuals

Interviewers called at each address selected from the PAF and listed 
all those eligible for inclusion in the British Social Attitudes sample 
– that is, all persons currently aged 18 or over and resident at the 
selected address. The interviewer then selected one respondent 
using a computer-generated random selection procedure. Where 
there were two or more DUs at the selected address, interviewers 
first had to select one DU using the same random procedure. They 
then followed the same procedure to select a person for interview 
within the selected DU.

Weighting
The weights for the British Social Attitudes survey correct for the 
unequal selection of addresses, DUs and individuals, and for biases 
caused by differential non-response. The different stages of the 
weighting scheme are outlined in detail below. 

Selection weights

Selection weights are required because not all the units covered 
in the survey had the same probability of selection. The weighting 
reflects the relative selection probabilities of the individual at the 
three main stages of selection: address, DU and individual. First, 
because addresses in Scotland were selected using the MOI, weights 
were needed to compensate for the greater probability of an address 
with an MOI of more than one being selected, compared with an 
address with an MOI of one. (This stage was omitted for the English 
and Welsh data.) Secondly, data were weighted to compensate for 
the fact that a DU at an address that contained a large number of 
DUs was less likely to be selected for inclusion in the survey than a 
DU at an address that contained fewer DUs. (We used this procedure 
because in most cases where the MOI is greater than one, the two 
stages will cancel each other out, resulting in more efficient weights.) 
Thirdly, data were weighted to compensate for the lower selection 
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probabilities of adults living in large households, compared with 
those in small households. 
 
At each stage the selection weights were trimmed to avoid a small 
number of very high or very low weights in the sample; such weights 
would inflate standard errors, reducing the precision of the survey 
estimates and causing the weighted sample to be less efficient. Less 
than one per cent of the selection weights were trimmed at each 
stage. 

Non-response model

It is known that certain subgroups in the population are more likely 
to respond to surveys than others. These groups can end up over-
represented in the sample, which can bias the survey estimates. 
Where information is available about non-responding households, 
the response behaviour of the sample members can be modelled 
and the results used to generate a non-response weight. This non-
response weight is intended to reduce bias in the sample resulting 
from differential response to the survey. 

The data was modelled using logistic regression, with the dependent 
variable indicating whether or not the selected individual responded 
to the survey. Ineligible households2 were not included in the 
non-response modelling. A number of area-level and interviewer 
observation variables were used to model response. Not all the 
variables examined were retained for the final model: variables 
not strongly related to a household’s propensity to respond were 
dropped from the analysis. 

The variables found to be related to response were: the relative 
condition of the immediate local area, the relative condition of the 
address, population density, and whether there were entry barriers 
to the selected address. The model shows that response increases 
if there are no barriers to entry (for instance, if there are no locked 
gates around the address and no entry phone) and if the general 
condition of the address is the same or better than other addresses 
in the area. Response increases if the relative condition of the 
immediate surrounding area is mainly good, and decreases as 
population density increases. Response is also higher for addresses 
in the North and in the Midlands. The full model is given in Table A.1.
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Table A1. The final non-response model 

B S.E. Wald Df Sig. Odds
 

Region  15.082 11 .179

North East (baseline)

North West -.164 .148 1.234 1 .267 .849

Yorkshire and The Humber -.271 .153 3.125 1 .077 .763

East Midlands -.395 .158 6.244 1 .012 .674

West Midlands -.310 .153 4.115 1 .042 .734

East of England -.405 .151 7.153 1 .007 .667

Inner London -.257 .196 1.715 1 .190 .774

Outer London -.351 .160 4.784 1 .029 .704

South East -.155 .145 1.156 1 .282 .856

South West -.309 .155 3.943 1 .047 .734

Wales -.335 .167 4.010 1 .045 .716

Scotland -.272 .153 3.173 1 .075 .762

Barriers to address  

No barriers (baseline)

One or more -.350 .082 18.435 1 .000 .705

Relative condition of the local area  24.379 2 .000

Mainly good (baseline)

Mainly fair -.231 .055 17.408 1 .000 .794

Mainly bad or very bad -.558 .163 11.791 1 .001 .572

Relative condition of the address  23.342 2 .000

Better (baseline)

About the same -.464 .102 20.664 1 .000 .628

Worse -.612 .147 17.317 1 .000 .542
Ownoccq (percentage owner-

occupied in quintiles) 13.223 4 .010

1 lowest (constant)      

2 .044 .089 .246 1 .620 1.045

3 -.037 .094 .160 1 .689 .963

4 -.149 .099 2.277 1 .131 .861

5 highest -.253 .101 6.281 1 .012 .777

Population density (population in 
private households/ area of postcode 

sector in hectares)
-.109 .028 15.799 1 .000 .896

Constant 1.143 .193 34.907 1 .000 3.135

 
The response is 1 = individual responding to the survey, 0 = non-response
 

For consistency with previous years, region was also included in the 
non-response model. As region is used in the calibration weighting, 
including it in the non-response model can be beneficial in reducing 
the variance of the final weights

The model R2 is 0.019 (Cox and Snell)

B is the estimate coefficient with standard error S.E. 
The Wald-test measures the impact of the categorical variable on 
the model with the appropriate number of degrees of freedom (df). 
If the test is significant (sig. < 0.05), then the categorical variable is 
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considered to be ‘significantly associated’ with the response variable 
and therefore included in the model

The non-response weight was calculated as the inverse of the 
predicted response probabilities saved from the logistic regression 
model. The non-response weight was then combined with the 
selection weights to create the final non-response weight. The top 
one per cent of the weight were trimmed before the weight was 
scaled to the achieved sample size (resulting in the weight being 
standardised around an average of one). 

Calibration weighting

The final stage of weighting was to adjust the final non-response 
weight so that the weighted sample matched the population in terms 
of age, sex and region. 

 
Table A2. Weighted and unweighted sample distribution, by region, age and sex

Population
Unweighted 
respondents

Respondent 
weighted 

by selection 
weight only

Respondent 
weighted by 

un-calibrated 
non-response 
and selection 

weight 

Respondent 
weighted by 
final weight

 

Region % % % % %

North East 4.2 5.1 5.1 4.2 4.2

North West 11.4 12.4 12.6 12.0 11.4

Yorks. and Humber 8.6 8.9 8.4 8.6 8.6

East Midlands 7.4 7.3 7.5 7.9 7.4

West Midlands 9.0 8.9 8.9 9.0 9.0

East of England 9.5 9.5 9.4 9.8 9.5

London 13.3 10.4 11.1 12.5 13.3

South East 14.1 14.5 14.6 13.9 14.1

South West 8.8 8.2 8.1 8.2 8.8

Wales 5.0 5.7 5.6 5.3 5.0

Scotland 8.7 9.2 8.7 8.7 8.7

Age & sex

M 18–24 5.9 2.6 3.6 3.7 5.9

M 25–34 8.6 5.1 5.6 5.9 8.6

M 35–44 8.3 7.1 7.2 7.2 8.3

M 45–54 8.8 8.5 9.0 8.9 8.8

M 55–59 3.7 3.5 3.6 3.5 3.7

M 60–64 3.4 3.7 3.8 3.8 3.4

M 65+ 9.9 13.1 12.7 12.4 9.9

F 18–24 5.7 3.2 4.2 4.3 5.7

F 25–34 8.6 7.9 7.6 8.1 8.6

F 35–44 8.4 10.0 9.6 9.7 8.4

F 45–54 9.0 9.9 10.5 10.4 9.0

F 55–59 3.8 4.7 5.0 5.0 3.8

F 60–64 3.6 4.7 4.4 4.4 3.6

F 65+ 12.2 16.1 13.2 13.0 12.2
 

Base 49,103,873 2878 2878 2878 2878
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Only adults aged 18 or over are eligible to take part in the survey, 
therefore the data have been weighted to the British population 
aged 18+ based on 2011 Census data from the Office for National 
Statistics/General Register Office for Scotland. 

The survey data were weighted to the marginal age/sex and GOR 
distributions using raking-ratio (or rim) weighting. As a result, the 
weighted data should exactly match the population across these 
three dimensions. This is shown in Table A.2. 

The calibration weight is the final non-response weight to be used in 
the analysis of the 2014 survey; this weight has been scaled to the 
responding sample size. The range of the weights is given in Table 
A.3. 

Effective sample size

The effect of the sample design on the precision of survey estimates 
is indicated by the effective sample size (neff). The effective sample 
size measures the size of an (unweighted) simple random sample 
that would achieve the same precision (standard error) as the design 
being implemented. If the effective sample size is close to the actual 
sample size, then we have an efficient design with a good level of 
precision. The lower the effective sample size is, the lower the level 
of precision. The efficiency of a sample is given by the ratio of the 
effective sample size to the actual sample size. Samples that select 
one person per household tend to have lower efficiency than samples 
that select all household members. The final calibrated non-response 
weights have an effective sample size (neff) of 2,216 and efficiency of 
77 per cent.

All the percentages presented in this report are based on weighted 
data.

Questionnaire versions
Each address in each sector (sampling point) was allocated to one of 
the portions of the sample: A, B or C. As mentioned earlier, a different 
version of the questionnaire was used with each of the three sample 
portions. If one serial number was version A, the next was version 
B and the third version C. Thus, each interviewer was allocated ten 
cases from each of versions A, B and C. There were 2,262 issued 
addresses for each of the three versions of the sample.

 
Table A3. Range of weights

N Minimum Mean Maximum
 

DU and person selection weight 2878 .55 1.00 2.20
Un-calibrated non-response and 

selection weight 2878 .38 1.00 3.23

Final calibrated non-response weight 2878 .32 1.00 4.37
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Fieldwork

Interviewing was mainly carried out between August and October 
2014, with a small number of interviews taking place in November 
2014.

Fieldwork was conducted by interviewers drawn from NatCen 
Social Research’s regular panel and conducted using face-to-
face computer-assisted interviewing.3 Interviewers attended a 
one-day briefing conference to familiarise them with the selection 
procedures and questionnaires, with the exception of experienced 
interviewers who completed a self-briefing containing updates to the 
questionnaire and procedures.

The mean interview length was 63 minutes for version A of the 
questionnaire, 64 minutes for version B and 62minutes for version C.4 
Interviewers achieved an overall response rate of between 47.0 and 
47.4 per cent. Details are shown in Table A.4.

1. Response is calculated as a range from a lower limit where all unknown eligibility cases (for 
example, address inaccessible, or unknown whether address is residential) are assumed to be 
eligible and therefore included in the unproductive outcomes, to an upper limit where all these 
cases are assumed to be ineligible and therefore excluded from the response calculation
2. ‘Refused’ comprises refusals before selection of an individual at the address, refusals to the 
office, refusal by the selected person, ‘proxy’ refusals (on behalf of the selected respondent) and 
broken appointments after which the selected person could not be recontacted
3. ‘Non-contacted’ comprises households where no one was contacted and those where the 
selected person could not be contacted

As in earlier rounds of the series, the respondent was asked to fill 
in a self-completion questionnaire which, whenever possible, was 
collected by the interviewer. Otherwise, the respondent was asked to 
post it to NatCen Social Research.

A total of 502 respondents (17 per cent of those interviewed) 
did not return their self-completion questionnaire. Version A of 
the self-completion questionnaire was returned by 82 per cent 
of respondents to the face-to-face interview, version B of the 

 
Table A4. Response rate1 on British Social Attitudes, 2014

Number
Lower limit of 
response (%)

Upper limit of 
response (%)

 

Addresses issued 6786 

Out of scope 669

Upper limit of eligible cases 6117 100

Uncertain eligibility 50 0.8

Lower limit of eligible cases 6067 100.

Interview achieved 2878 47.0 47.4

With self-completion 2376 38.8 39.2

Interview not achieved 3189 52.1 52.6

Refused2 2459 40.2 40.5

Non-contacted3 368 6.0 6.1

Other non-response 362 5.9 6.0
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questionnaire was returned by 85 per cent and version C by 82 per 
cent. As in previous rounds, we judged that it was not necessary 
to apply additional weights to correct for non-response to the self-
completion questionnaire.

Advance letter

Advance letters describing the purpose of the survey and the 
coverage of the questionnaire, were sent to sampled addresses 
before the interviewer made their first call.5

Analysis variables

A number of standard analyses have been used in the tables that 
appear in this report. The analysis groups requiring further definition 
are set out below. For further details see Stafford and Thomson 
(2006). Where relevant the name given to the relevant analysis 
variable is shown in square brackets – for example [REarn].

Region

The dataset is classified by 12 regions, formerly the Government 
Office Regions.

Standard Occupational Classification

Respondents are classified according to their own occupation, not 
that of the ‘head of household’. Each respondent was asked about 
their current or last job, so that all respondents except those who had 
never worked were coded. Additionally, all job details were collected 
for all spouses and partners in work.

Since the 2011 survey, we have coded occupation to the Standard 
Occupational Classification 2010 (SOC 2010) instead of the Standard 
Occupational Classification 2000 (SOC 2000). The main socio-
economic grouping based on SOC 2010 is the National Statistics 
Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC). However, to maintain time-
series, some analysis has continued to use the older schemes based 
on SOC 90 – Registrar General’s Social Class and Socio-Economic 
Group – though these are now derived from SOC 2000 (which is 
derived from SOC 2010).

National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification 
(NS-SEC)

The combination of SOC 2010 and employment status for current or 
last job generates the following NS-SEC analytic classes:

• Employers in large organisations, higher managerial and 
professional

• Lower professional and managerial; higher technical and 
supervisory

• Intermediate occupations
• Small employers and own account workers
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• Lower supervisory and technical occupations
• Semi-routine occupations
• Routine occupations

The remaining respondents are grouped as “never had a job” or 
“not classifiable”. For some analyses, it may be more appropriate 
to classify respondents according to their current socio-economic 
status, which takes into account only their present economic 
position. In this case, in addition to the seven classes listed above, 
the remaining respondents not currently in paid work fall into one of 
the following categories: “not classifiable”, “retired”, “looking after 
the home”, “unemployed” or “others not in paid occupations”.

Registrar General’s Social Class

As with NS-SEC, each respondent’s social class is based on his 
or her current or last occupation. The combination of SOC 90 with 
employment status for current or last job generates the following six 

social classes:

They are usually collapsed into four groups: I & II, III Non-manual, III 
Manual, and IV & V.

Socio-Economic Group

As with NS-SEC, each respondent’s Socio-Economic Group (SEG) 
is based on his or her current or last occupation. SEG aims to bring 
together people with jobs of similar social and economic status, and 
is derived from a combination of employment status and occupation. 
The full SEG classification identifies 18 categories, but these are 
usually condensed into six groups:

• Professionals, employers and managers
• Intermediate non-manual workers
• Junior non-manual workers
• Skilled manual workers
• Semi-skilled manual workers
• Unskilled manual workers

As with NS-SEC, the remaining respondents are grouped as “never 
had a job” or “not classifiable”.

Industry

All respondents whose occupation could be coded were allocated 
a Standard Industrial Classification 2007 (SIC 07). Two-digit class 
codes are used. As with social class, SIC may be generated on the 

I Professional etc. occupations 

II Managerial and technical occupations   ‘Non-manual’

III (Non-manual) Skilled occupations

III (Manual) 3Skilled occupations

IV Partly skilled occupations   ‘Manual’

V Unskilled occupations
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basis of the respondent’s current occupation only, or on his or her 
most recently classifiable occupation. 
Party identification

Respondents can be classified as identifying with a particular political 
party on one of three counts: if they consider themselves supporters 
of that party, closer to it than to others, or more likely to support it 
in the event of a general election. The three groups are generally 
described respectively as ‘partisans’, ‘sympathisers’ and ‘residual 
identifiers’. In combination, the three groups are referred to as 
‘identifiers’. Responses are derived from the following questions:

Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a supporter of 
any one political party? [Yes/No]

[If “No”/“Don’t know”]
Do you think of yourself as a little closer to one political party 
than to the others? [Yes/No]

[If “Yes” at either question or “No”/“Don’t know” at 2nd 
question]
Which one?/If there were a general election tomorrow, 
which political party do you think you would be most likely to 
support?
 
[Conservative; Labour; Liberal Democrat; Scottish National 
Party; Plaid Cymru; Green Party; UK Independence Party 
(UKIP)/Veritas; British National Party (BNP)/National Front; 
RESPECT/Scottish Socialist Party (SSP)/Socialist Party; Other 
party; Other answer; None; Refused to say]

Income

Two variables classify the respondent’s earnings [REarn] and 
household income [HHInc] The bandings used are designed to 
be representative of those that exist in Britain and are taken from 
the Family Resources Survey (see http://research.dwp.gov.uk/
asd/frs/). Four derived variables give income deciles/quartiles: 
[RearnD], [REarnQ], [HHIncD] and [HHIncQ]. Deciles and quartiles are 
calculated based on individual earnings and household incomes in 
Britain as a whole.

Attitude scales

Since 1986, the British Social Attitudes surveys have included two 
attitude scales which aim to measure where respondents stand 
on certain underlying value dimensions – left–right and libertarian–
authoritarian.6 Since 1987 (except in 1990), a similar scale on 
‘welfarism’ has also been included. Some of the items in the 
welfarism scale were changed in 2000–2001. The current version of 
the scale is shown below.

A useful way of summarising the information from a number of 
questions of this sort is to construct an additive index (Spector, 1992; 
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DeVellis, 2003). This approach rests on the assumption that there is 
an underlying – ‘latent’ – attitudinal dimension which characterises 
the answers to all the questions within each scale. If so, scores on 
the index are likely to be a more reliable indication of the underlying 
attitude than the answers to any one question.

Each of these scales consists of a number of statements to which the 
respondent is invited to “agree strongly”, “agree”, “neither agree nor 
disagree”, “disagree” or “disagree strongly”.

The items are:

Left–right scale

Government should redistribute income from the better off to 
those who are less well off [Redistrb]

Big business benefits owners at the expense of workers 
[BigBusnN]

Ordinary working people do not get their fair share of the 
nation’s wealth [Wealth]7

There is one law for the rich and one for the poor [RichLaw]

Management will always try to get the better of employees if it 
gets the chance [Indust4]

Libertarian–authoritarian scale

Young people today don’t have enough respect for traditional 
British values. [TradVals]
 
People who break the law should be given stiffer sentences. 
[StifSent]

For some crimes, the death penalty is the most appropriate 
sentence. [DeathApp]
 
Schools should teach children to obey authority. [Obey]

The law should always be obeyed, even if a particular law is 
wrong. [WrongLaw]

Censorship of films and magazines is necessary to uphold 
moral standards. [Censor]

Welfarism scale

The welfare state encourages people to stop helping each 
other. [WelfHelp] 

The government should spend more money on welfare 
benefits for the poor, even if it leads to higher taxes. 
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[MoreWelf]

Around here, most unemployed people could find a job if they 
really wanted one. [UnempJob]

Many people who get social security don’t really deserve any 
help. [SocHelp]

Most people on the dole are fiddling in one way or another. 
[DoleFidl]

If welfare benefits weren’t so generous, people would learn to 
stand on their own two feet. [WelfFeet]

Cutting welfare benefits would damage too many people’s 
lives. [DamLives]

The creation of the welfare state is one of Britain’s proudest 
achievements. [ProudWlf]

The indices for the three scales are formed by scoring the leftmost, 
most libertarian or most pro-welfare position, as 1 and the rightmost, 
most authoritarian or most anti-welfarist position, as 5. The “neither 
agree nor disagree” option is scored as 3. The scores to all the 
questions in each scale are added and then divided by the number 
of items in the scale, giving indices ranging from 1 (leftmost, most 
libertarian, most pro-welfare) to 5 (rightmost, most authoritarian, most 
anti-welfare). The scores on the three indices have been placed on 
the dataset.8

The scales have been tested for reliability (as measured by 
Cronbach’s alpha). The Cronbach’s alpha (unstandardised items) 
for the scales in 2014 are 0.82 for the left–right scale, 0.82 for the 
welfarism scale and 0.74 for the libertarian–authoritarian scale. This 
level of reliability can be considered “good” for the left–right and 
welfarism scales and “respectable” for the libertarian-authoritarian 
scale (DeVellis, 2003: 95–96).

Other analysis variables

These are taken directly from the questionnaire and to that extent are 
self-explanatory. The principal variables are:

• Sex
• Age 
• Household income 
• Economic position 
• Religion 
• Highest educational qualification obtained 
• Marital status 
• Benefits received

Sampling errors

No sample precisely reflects the characteristics of the population it 
represents, because of both sampling and non-sampling errors. If 
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a sample were designed as a random sample (if every adult had an 
equal and independent chance of inclusion in the sample), then we 
could calculate the sampling error of any percentage, p, using the 
formula:

s.e. (p) =    p(100 - p)

          n

where n is the number of respondents on which the percentage is 
based. Once the sampling error had been calculated, it would be 
a straightforward exercise to calculate a confidence interval for the 
true population percentage. For example, a 95 per cent confidence 
interval would be given by the formula:

p ± 1.96 x s.e. (p)

Clearly, for a simple random sample (srs), the sampling error depends 
only on the values of p and n. However, simple random sampling is 
almost never used in practice, because of its inefficiency in terms of 
time and cost.

As noted above, the British Social Attitudes sample, like that drawn 
for most large-scale surveys, was clustered according to a stratified 
multi-stage design into 261postcode sectors (or combinations of 
sectors). With a complex design like this, the sampling error of a 
percentage giving a particular response is not simply a function of the 
number of respondents in the sample and the size of the percentage; 
it also depends on how that percentage response is spread within 
and between sample points.

The complex design may be assessed relative to simple random 
sampling by calculating a range of design factors (DEFTs) associated 
with it, where:

DEFT =     Variance of estimator with complex design, sample size n 
     Variance of estimator with srs design, sample size n

and represents the multiplying factor to be applied to the simple 
random sampling error to produce its complex equivalent. A design 
factor of one means that the complex sample has achieved the same 
precision as a simple random sample of the same size. A design 
factor greater than one means the complex sample is less precise 
than its simple random sample equivalent. If the DEFT for a particular 
characteristic is known, a 95 per cent confidence interval for a 
percentage may be calculated using the formula:

p ± 1.96 x complex sampling error (p)

= p ± 1.96 x DEFT x      p(100 - p)
              n

Table A.5 gives examples of the confidence intervals and DEFTs 
calculated for a range of different questions. Most background 
questions were asked of the whole sample, whereas many attitudinal 
questions were asked only of a third or two-thirds of the sample; 
some were asked on the interview questionnaire and some on the 
self-completion supplement.
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Table A5. Complex standard errors and confidence intervals of selected variables

% (p)

Complex 
standard 
error of p

95%  
confidence  

interval DEFT Base
 

Classification variables

Party identification (full sample)

Conservative 25.4 1.0 23.4-27.4 1.248 2878

Labour 29.4 1.2 27.1-31.7 1.366 2878

Liberal Democrat 5.1 .5 4.2-6.1 1.152 2878

UKIP 8.4 .5 7.4-9.5 1.060 2878

Housing tenure (full sample)

Owns 61.9 1.4 59.1-64.7 1.559 2878

Rents from local authority 10.1 .9 8.5-12.0 1.548 2878

Rents privately/HA 26.3 1.2 23.9-28.8 1.507 2878

Religion (full sample)

No religion 48.9 1.2 46.5-51.4 1.309 2878

Church of England 17.5 .9 15.9-19.2 1.203 2878

Roman Catholic 8.3 .6 7.2-9.5 1.117 2878

Age of completing continuous full-time education (full sample)

16 or under 47.8 1.3 45.3-50.3 1.358 2878

17 or 18 19.6 .9 17.9-21.4 1.204 2878

19 or over 28.1 1.1 26.0-30.3 1.284 2878

 

Attitudinal variables (face-to-face interview)
Benefits for the unemployed 

are … (full sample)

… too low 27.3 1.0 25.4-29.3 1.191 2878

… too high 52.4 1.3 49.9-54.9 1.365 2878

How serious a problem is traffic congestion in towns, cities (full sample)

A very serious problem 12.7 0.8 11.3-14.3 1.235 2878

A serious problem 33.1 1.0 31.1-35.1 1.146 2878

Not a very serious problem 38.5 1.1 36.4-40.7 1.185 2878

Not a problem at all 15.3 1.0 13.4-17.3 1.461 2878
I am now going to ask you some questions about child poverty. Some people say there is very 
little child poverty in Britain today. Others say there is quite a lot. Which comes closest to 
your view? (full sample)

There is no child poverty in 
Britain today 3.9 .5 2.9-5.1 1.523 2878

There is very little child poverty 
in Britain today 10.3 .7 8.9-11.9 1.325 2878

There is some child poverty in 
Britain today 43.5 1.0 41.6-45.5 1.083 2878

There is quite a lot of child 
poverty in Britain today 39.0 1.1 36.8-41.2 1.223 2878

 

Attitudinal variables (self-completion)
Government should redistribute income from the better off to those who are less well off (full 
sample)

Agree strongly 8.7 .7 7.4-10.3 1.289 2350

Agree 30.7 1.0 28.6-32.8 1.103 2350

Neither agree nor disagree 26.0 .9 24.2-27.8 1.023 2350

Disagree 26.6 1.0 24.6-28.8 1.157 2350

Disagree strongly 6.6 .6 5.4-8.0 1.268 2350
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% (p)

Complex 
standard 
error of p

95%  
confidence  

interval DEFT Base
 

Variables asked of part of the sample only
Listed below are some of Britain's institutions.
From what you know or have heard about each one, can you say whether, on the whole, you 
think it is well run or not well run...The police (2/3 sample)

Very well run 6.7 .7 5.5-8.2 1.098 1570

Well run 51.8 1.4 49.0-54.7 1.133 1570

Not very well run 27.2 1.3 24.6-29.8 1.177 1570

Not at all well run 8.2 .8 6.8-9.8 1.100 1570

People should be able to travel by plane as much as they like (1/3 sample)

Agree 67.5 1.8 63.7-71.0 1.108 799

Neither agree nor disagree 19.9 1.6 16.9-23.2 1.109 799

Disagree 6.4 0.8 5.0-8.3 0.954 799

 

The table shows that most of the questions asked of all sample 
members have a confidence interval of around plus or minus two to 
three per cent of the survey percentage. This means that we can be 
95 per cent certain that the true population percentage is within two 
to three per cent (in either direction) of the percentage we report.

Variables with much larger variation are, as might be expected, those 
closely related to the geographic location of the respondent (for 
example, whether they live in a big city, a small town or a village). 
Here, the variation may be as large as six or seven per cent either 
way around the percentage found on the survey. Consequently, the 
design effects calculated for these variables in a clustered sample 
will be greater than the design effects calculated for variables less 
strongly associated with area. Also, sampling errors for percentages 
based only on respondents to just one of the versions of the 
questionnaire, or on subgroups within the sample, are larger than 
they would have been had the questions been asked of everyone.

International Social Survey Programme 
The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) is run by a group 
of research organisations in different countries, each of which 
undertakes to field annually an agreed module of questions on 
a chosen topic area. Since 1985, an International Social Survey 
Programme module has been included in one of the British Social 
Attitudes self-completion questionnaires. Each module is chosen for 
repetition at intervals to allow comparisons both between countries 
(membership is currently standing at 48) and over time. In 2014, the 
chosen subject was Citizenship, and the module was carried on the 
A and C versions of the self-completion questionnaire (CitDuty1 – 
PolNet).
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Notes

1. Until 1991 all British Social Attitudes samples were drawn from 
the Electoral Register (ER). However, following concern that 
this sampling frame might be deficient in its coverage of certain 
population subgroups, a ‘splicing’ experiment was conducted in 
1991. We are grateful to the Market Research Development Fund 
for contributing towards the costs of this experiment. Its purpose 
was to investigate whether a switch to PAF would disrupt the 
time-series – for instance, by lowering response rates or affecting 
the distribution of responses to particular questions. In the event, 
it was concluded that the change from ER to PAF was unlikely to 
affect time trends in any noticeable ways, and that no adjustment 
factors were necessary. Since significant differences in efficiency 
exist between PAF and ER, and because we considered it 
untenable to continue to use a frame that is known to be biased, 
we decided to adopt PAF as the sampling frame for future British 
Social Attitudes surveys. For details of the PAF/ER ‘splicing’ 
experiment, see Lynn and Taylor (1995).

2. This includes households not containing any adults aged 18 or 
over, vacant dwelling units, derelict dwelling units, non-resident 
addresses and other deadwood.

3. In 1993 it was decided to mount a split-sample experiment 
designed to test the applicability of Computer-Assisted Personal 
Interviewing (CAPI) to the British Social Attitudes survey series. 
CAPI has been used increasingly over the past decade as an 
alternative to traditional interviewing techniques. As the name 
implies, CAPI involves the use of a laptop computer during 
the interview, with the interviewer entering responses directly 
into the computer. One of the advantages of CAPI is that it 
significantly reduces both the amount of time spent on data 
processing and the number of coding and editing errors. There 
was, however, concern that a different interviewing technique 
might alter the distribution of responses and so affect the year-
on-year consistency of British Social Attitudes data.Following the 
experiment, it was decided to change over to CAPI completely in 
1994 (the self-completion questionnaire still being administered 
in the conventional way). The results of the experiment are 
discussed in the British Social Attitudes 11th Report (Lynn and 
Purdon, 1994).

4. Interview times recorded as less than 20 minutes were excluded, 
as these timings were likely to be errors.

5. An experiment was conducted on the 1991 British Social 
Attitudes survey (Jowell et al., 1992) which showed that sending 
advance letters to sampled addresses before fieldwork begins 
has very little impact on response rates. However, interviewers 
do find that an advance letter helps them to introduce the survey 
on the doorstep, and a majority of respondents have said that 
they preferred some advance notice. For these reasons, advance 
letters have been used on the British Social Attitudes surveys 
since 1991.

6. Because of methodological experiments on scale development, 
the exact items detailed in this section have not been asked on all 
versions of the questionnaire each year. 

7. In 1994 only, this item was replaced by: Ordinary people get their 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 32 | Technical details 161



fair share of the nation’s wealth [Wealth1].
8. In constructing the scale, a decision had to be taken on how 

to treat missing values (“Don’t know” and “Not answered”). 
Respondents who had more than two missing values on the left–
right scale and more than three missing values on the libertarian–
authoritarian and welfarism scales were excluded from that scale. 
For respondents with fewer missing values, “Don’t know” was 
recoded to the midpoint of the scale and “Not answered” was 
recoded to the scale mean for that respondent on their valid 
items.
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