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Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Constitutional context 

Scotland: 

• Devolution since 1998 

• Social security a reserved matter 

• Discretionary benefits devolved since 2013 
 

Northern Ireland: 

• Devolution since 1921 (with interruptions) 

• Social security a devolved matter 

• Policy closely mirrors GB (parity convention) 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Enter the Welfare Reform Act 2012 

• The workerist agenda and austerity agenda collide? 

• Protests across UK 

• Citizens’ welfare a central issue in Scottish referendum 

• Unprecedented challenge to parity in Northern Ireland 

 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
After the Welfare Reform Act 2012 
Scotland: 

• Impact of ‘bedroom tax’ 

mitigated 

• New discretionary fund 

• ‘No’ vote follows pledges 

on new ‘welfare’ powers 

• Smith Commission 

proposes devolved social 

security powers 

Northern Ireland: 

• Welfare Reform Bill to 
replicate 2012 Act 

• Assembly committee 
recommends amendment 

• Executive parties divided, 
legislative process stalled 

• Dec 2014: talks amid fear 
of constitutional crisis, 
agreement is shortlived 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Towards regionalised social security? 

NI proposals: 

• Protect social tenants from 

‘bedroom tax’ 

• Allow fortnightly and split UC 

payments 

• Lone parent protection from 

sanctions 

• Housing element of UC paid to 

landlords 

• Supplementary payment fund 

 

Smith proposals: 

• Power to abolish ‘bedroom tax’ 

and alter LHA 

• Power to vary UC payments 

• LP protection in decision 

makers’ guidance 

• Power to make payment to 

landlords 

• Power to create new benefits 

limited to one-off payments 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Parallel or intertwined processes? 

Interviews conducted with 36 elite actors: 

• 19 Northern Ireland – 17 Scotland 

• 18 politicians (9 nationalist, 8 unionist, 1 neutral) 

• 18 civil servants 

• NI – Nov 14-Jan 15 (Stormont House talks) 

• Scotland – Jan-Feb 15 (Enduring Settlement) 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Different regions, different contexts 

• ‘Bedroom tax’ seen as ill suited to both regions 

• Disability an issue in both regions 

• NI economically dependent, Scotland stronger 

• Structure of government in NI an obstacle to agreement 

on a distinctive path 

• Scottish government more cohesive, more open  

• Ideological differences 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Northern Ireland as a model for Scotland? 

• “There has to be more devolution and there will be more 
devolved powers. Welfare reform is the classic example and 
nobody better to work alongside the Scottish people than 
ourselves.” (NI politician) 

• “The Smith Commission… recognised that… there were 
aspects of the Northern Ireland package of measures which 
would give Scotland a great deal of flexibility.” (NICS) 

• “We are the envy of the rest of the UK.” (NI politician) 

• “Some of the changes that for instance our Minister had 
secured around well reform… has influenced thinking  that has 
happened in Scotland.” (NICS) 

 

 

 

 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Northern Ireland as warning for Scotland? 
• “We don't just want to have that Northern            

Ireland, ah, model, we need something rather              
more.” (Scot politician) 

• “We've seen with Northern Ireland that the, the            
flexibility that was there on paper was not       
necessarily there in practice, so that's not a           
situation that we want to replicate.” (Scot politician) 

• “There was a tendency for more power to be devolved to 
Ulster and at the same time… the priority of government 
seems to be to prevent any change from happening.” (Scot 
politician) 

• “We did not want to end up in that same trap. The trap of it 
appearing that you have power over these things, but if you 
don't do what you're told it ends up costing you a lot of 
money.” (Scot politician) 

 

 

 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
The referendum as spur to action in NI 

• –“Does [the Smith Commission] have potential to influence 
progress here?”  –“The reality is probably yes.” (NICS) 

• “The Smith Commission… brings a different form of parity.” 
(NICS) 

• “It’s becoming more relevant now with the whole Scottish stuff 
about whether there’s going to be breaks from parity” (NI 
politician) 

• “The fact that they are offering it to Scotland does suggest that 
this might be part of the package.” (NICS) 

• “Scotland where it isn’t a devolved matter have probably done 
more to try and alleviate the, the burden on people than they 
have here” (NI politician) 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Role of ‘welfare nationalism’ 

• Social security and constitutional aspirations more readily 

associated in Scotland. 

• “The campaign that happened before the 19th or 18th of 

September continues after it.” (Scot politician) 

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

welfare benefits, they, they're always just an argument… 

to further independence.” (Scot politician) 

• Or are UK parties unable to see outside “that sort of 

prism that is London”? (Scot politician) 

 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Role of ‘welfare nationalism’ 

• Northern Ireland the UK’s “most intractable territorial problem.” 

(Carmichael) 

• Some interviewees “don't want any power here over anything 

here residing in London.” (NI politician) 

• Sinn Féin stance on WRB linked with ROI electoral ambitions. 

• But positions on social security not associated with 

secessionism. 

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

the needs of the people that you represent.”        

(NI politician) 

 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Looking ahead – welfare reform 

• Finance remains key factor determining extent of 

divergence in NI. 

• Impact of Conservative election victory on chances of 

compromise? 

• Scotland must work out how to administer new devolved 

powers before any policy decisions are made. 

• Will continue to seek control of out of work benefits and 

all economic levers. 



Devolved perspectives on welfare reform 
Looking ahead – the constitution 

• “We're in flux at the moment and we still have to find a 
stable solution.” (Scot politician) 

• If “devo max or whatever they want to call it… doesn’t 
work I think Scots may well call a referendum sooner 
rather than later and the yes vote will win.” (NI politician) 

• Need for greater sharing of “knowledge and experience 
of what different approaches are being tried” across UK. 
(Scot politician) 

• Devolved regions should play “meaningful role” in UKG 
policy development. (NI politician) 
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