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Social citizenship in the devolutionary state 

Key debates in social citizenship 

What standard of living must the state guarantee? 

What are the citizen’s reciprocal obligations? 

Should this standard and the means of realisation be 

uniform across the state? 
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UK government ideology 

Paid employment as the “key to citizenship” (Lister) 

Work should be made to ‘pay’ 

SS claimants must actively seek or prepare for employment 

Jobseeking the key manifestation of reciprocity 

Desire to reduce expenditure? 
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GB legislation 

Reduced role for contributory benefits 

Curbs on benefit levels 

In-work benefits 

Reassessment 

Claimant commitment 

Welfare to work 

Sanctions 
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Devolutionary context 

GB – social security reserved (for now) 

NI – social security devolved 

But NI legislation closely follows GB (parity convention) – 

financial subvention supports this approach 
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The project 

Research questions: 

• Do ideologies of SC differ between regions? 

• Does this result in appetite for policy divergence? 

• Is there a vision for a devolved welfare state? 

• Can the devolution settlement facilitate this? 

 

Approach: 

• Semi-structured interviews with 36 politicians and civil 

servants in NI and Scotland 
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Regional ideologies of social citizenship? 

Scotland: 

• Self-image as “fair,” social democratic society 

• Work still the “key to citizenship” 

• But desire for ‘fair’ work  

• More forgiving attitude to claimants 

• Greater concern about inequality 

• Similar views may be present in (parts of) England, but 

absent among UK “establishment” 
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Regional ideologies of social citizenship? 

 
Scotland: 

• “If you go right back to the 1700s and you look at some of the, the 
famous plays… this idea of the common weal… it has been part of 
the Scottish psyche for so long.” 

• “The yes side were able to play on that… idea that we are a more 
socialist, more left leaning country.” 

• “I don’t know if it’s a genetic thing, certainly people who have 
no been born in Scotland live here now have the same thing 
about things not being fair, and they… see not having a really 
good welfare state as something that’s no fair.” 

• “The sort of social consciousness, more left leaning social policy 
voice is heard more in Scotland than, than certainly in the south of 
England.” 
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Regional ideologies of social citizenship? 

 Scottish exceptionalism exaggerated? 

• “Scotland has not traditionally… been willing to vote for 
Conservative governments. It has been prepared to vote for a 
Labour party that was clearly tacking to the right.” 

• “If you were to go into Newcastle, there's people there, you 
know, every bit as fair as people in Glasgow… I would never 
generalise a whole country like that.” 

• “I think what Scotland has retained that perhaps the rest 
of the UK, parts of the UK has lost.” 

• “There's many people who voted yes in the referendum who… 
would repeat to you some of the language that, em, the Tories 
might use.” 
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Regional ideologies of social citizenship? 

Northern Ireland: 

• Ideological divergence between parties 

• Politics based on national identity 

• Limited engagement with questions of welfare? 

• Work still “key to citizenship” 

• Less eligibility trumps fair work 

• Strong link between ‘welfare reform’ and Tory austerity 
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Regional ideologies of social citizenship? 

 
Northern Ireland: 

• “The political parties in Northern Ireland really have never 
given much thought in detailed analysis as to what they 
believe social welfare should ful-, what its function is.” 

• “Welfare reform has been… the first thing that from an 
ideological point of view that we've started to see.” 

• “Anything that’s controversial has to go to the Executive, and if 
you don’t get it through there it doesn’t go. So we’re stuck.” 

• “There does appear to be a difference of views between what 
the local politicians are saying in public and what the general 
public are saying in private.” 
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Regional ideologies of social citizenship? 

 
So what drives policy in NI? 

• “We’re buying into the Iain Duncan Smith view of the 

world, right, in terms of social policy”  

• “Officials just accept it’s a fait accompli.” 

• “Before the Welfare Reform Bill… we took whatever 

came from England, changed a few titles on it and put it 

through the Assembly.” 
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Appetite for divergence 

Scotland: 

• Debate as to adequacy of new powers 

• ‘Strength’ of single UK welfare state 

• Desire to control all economic levers 

• SG demanding power to develop a distinctive approach, 

or to generate support for independence? 
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Appetite for divergence 

Scotland: 

• “When we can't control the whole of the welfare system and 

taxation system we're still not in control of the full levers of 

power to enable us to shape Scotland's economy.” 

• “One of the strongest reasons people wanted to stay together 

was almost certainly the economy and pensions [and] to avoid 

say cyclical, you know, upsets in the welfare system.” 

• “Although they I'm sure they do sympathise with better welfare 

benefits, they, they're always just an argument to portray, to 

further independence.” 
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Appetite for divergence 

Northern Ireland: 

• Growing perception that GB model may not best serve NI 

• But serious concern at cost of divergence 

• Civil servants accused of slavish adherence to GB model 
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Appetite for divergence 

 
Northern Ireland:  

• “The only purpose of having devolution is to do things to meet 

the needs of the people that you represent… There's a 

contradiction if you're saying that you want devolution, but you 

want to be the same as everywhere else.” 

• “Parity’s good for Northern Ireland in the sense of we’re far 

better off financially, of course it is.” 

• “The lack of imagination of civil servants? Political comment. 

But have civil servants ever been asked by their Ministerial 

masters to come up with something different?” 
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Visions for regional welfare states 

Scotland: 

• Devolve powers first, decide what to do later 

• Non-specific desire for fairness and compassion 

• Hostility to sanctions as currently deployed 

• Rejection of  ‘bedroom tax’ 

• Widening eligibility for disability benefits 

• Resistance to PIP 

• Emphasis on ‘fair work’ 

• Unite control of all policy levers to stimulate economy and 
support claimants into employment 

• Some concern about practicality of regional infrastructure 
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Visions for regional welfare states 

Northern Ireland: 

• Lack of unifying ideology 

• Mitigation measures already published: ‘bedroom tax’, 

sanctions, transitional support fund 

• Specialised support for conflict-related disability 

• Rejection of ‘bedroom tax’ 

• Regionalised benefit rates necessary to ensure work 

‘pays’? Or too much risk of ‘benefit tourism’? 

• Divergence through inertia? 
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A clash of law and politics? 

 
Scotland: 

• Ideas for use of new powers on disability benefits in their 
infancy. 

• Dissatisfaction with non-devolution of universal credit. 

• ‘Bedroom tax’ mitigation shows potential for creative use 
of devolved powers. 

• Aspiration for ‘fair work’ hindered by non-devolution of 
minimum wage. 

• Welfare a core issue in the referendum – and now in the 
‘neverendum’? 
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A clash of law and politics? 

Northern Ireland: 

• No legal obstacle to Assembly legislating as it wishes in 

devolved fields. 

• Devolution legislation requires consideration of 

desirability of “single systems of social security.” 

• To date, financial advantages of parity trump 

dissatisfaction with UKG policy. 

• Fate of current Welfare Reform Bill remains uncertain. 
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