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New Politics and Unrealistic Expectations 

 

The run-up to devolution was accompanied by an optimism that a new Parliament would 

institute change in the quality of democracy in Scotland.  Pro-devolution reformers did 

not simply want the repatriation of decision-making to Scotland – they also wanted 

different decision-making processes.  The watchword was a ‘new politics’ of consensus, 

participation and deliberation.   

For the most optimistic reformers, new political practice was to address two UK 

tendencies that were portrayed as pathological: governmental dominance of the policy 

process at the expense of the Parliament; and consultation with the ‘usual suspects’, or 

the most powerful interest groups, whose close  relationships with the Government come 

at the expense of other  interests.  To leave these unreformed would be to miss the 

opportunity to exploit the mood of ‘civil society’ activism in Scotland that in large part 

drove the devolution agenda.  This had emerged, in part, as a response to the ‘democratic 

deficit’ (when in 1979-97 the Scottish population voted for a Labour Government but 

received a Conservative Government) and a perception of governmental remoteness and 

antipathy towards the distinctiveness of Scottish policy traditions.  The argument was that 

if the Scottish electorate was being denied democratic control (or at least government 

responsiveness), then there would be an alternative, more participatory, venue in which to 

articulate Scottish priorities.  A group-oriented politics was also based on criticism of UK 

politics as an adversarial, non negotiative system dominated by powerful interests.   

But how was this new politics to work?  First, there would be a new type of 

‘participative’ democracy, to allow wider involvement in political decisions, and 

‘deliberative’ democracy to produce collective outcomes using reasoned and reasonable 

arguments among participants affected by policy decisions (this was also ‘sold’ as a way 

to solve what were regarded as the  confrontational excesses of partisan politics). The 

main innovations were a petitions process, coordinated by a dedicated Parliament 

committee; and a Scottish Civic Forum (SCF) providing a new venue for involvement 

and enhanced access for minority groups. The SCF was set up to deliver the participation 

of hitherto (allegedly) excluded individuals and groups, giving them the chance to engage 

directly with the Scottish Government and Parliament. It would include, to some extent, 

the ‘usual suspect’ groups who had well established links to the old system, but in a 

forum which diluted their influence.  

Second, the Parliament’s committees would take responsibility not only for the 

scrutiny of government policy, but also the oversight of the relationship between the 

government and the organisations and individuals that it consulted.  The CSG recognised 

that once government policy is presented to the legislature in the form of a ‘draft Act’ it 

is difficult to change.  Therefore, committees would ensure that otherwise-excluded 

groups would get the chance to influence the policy process at an earlier stage.  



Committees would then have the chance to reject sections of the bill and/ or consult with 

groups directly if they felt that the government’s consultation process had been 

inadequate. These changes would be supplemented by a process for non-governmental 

bills in which committees and members (as individuals rather than party hacks) proposed 

legislation and the lead committee took a central role in the consultation process.   

Overall, the hope was for a more pluralist democracy, with the Parliament 

fostering a more transparent consultation process between the Government (and 

Parliament itself) and a broader range of groups.  Yet, we can detect mixed messages 

about the centrality of the Parliament to this enhanced system.  While its committees 

were central to the petitions process, the SCF represented an alternative venue for group 

discussion and influence within Government.  While committees had an enhanced role in 

the group-government consultation process, there was an assumption that they would 

only intervene when direct relationships failed.  While committees were central to the 

consultation process on members’ bills, the assumption was that the ‘government would 

govern’ and that non-executive legislation would be limited.   

This lack of a clear ‘power-sharing’ role reflects a wider ambivalence surrounding 

the hopes for New Politics (as a departure from an adversarial system dominated by 

vested interests) when we recognise the logic of government centrality in the consultation 

process and the value of strong parties to political organisation, debate and representative 

democracy.  Further, the mode of delivery of devolution automatically undercut the 

argument for, and likelihood of, new procedures in two ways. First, the perception of a 

democratic deficit was substantially remedied when the Scottish population got the 

Scottish Government that it voted for. The complaint of ‘English policies for Scottish 

voters’ no longer was valid (for devolved matters at least). Second, the emergence of a 

stable Labour/Liberal Democrat majority coalition undermined any idea of a shift 

towards Parliament or towards consensus and coalition building between parties inside 

and outside of government.  

 

From the Rhetoric of New Politics to Business as Usual? 

 

This ambivalence towards new processes and the diffusion of power is reflected in the 

actions of the Government and Parliament  The first significant test of wider participation 

was the issue dubbed ‘section 28’, when widespread objections to the removal of clause 

2a (banning the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality in schools) were dismissed as 

manufactured public opinion.  In other words, devolution reformers assumed that the 

public would be in tune with their own agendas.  When this was not the case, the 

Parliament relied on more traditional forms of (representative) democracy to justify their 

actions. The SCF did not establish itself as an influential body, in part because it did not 

succeed in generating broad engagement, and petered out in 2006.  While many MSPs 

describe the petitions process as the ‘jewel in our crown’ (since it produced considerable 

activity from individuals and community groups), the Government does not consider it a 

major source of policy innovation. 

A more positive picture of a transformed political system can be painted of the 

post-devolution experience of interest groups.  There is a working assumption that 

hunters ‘shoot where the ducks are’  - by analogy interest groups organise in ways rhat 

reflect changing political decision making patterns. But contrary to this expectation, the 



evidence suggests devolution did not lead to the birth of many groups (fewer than 20% of 

groups in Scotland are new).  However,  groups did more subtly shift their focus, with 

many UK organisations increasing their policy capacity in Scotland and some (such as 

Unison and the Federation of Small Businesses) devolving greater resources to their 

Scottish arms.   

Interest groups tend to have a positive image of the Parliament and Government, 

in part because both are easy to access and willing to consult.  Overall, groups claim 

regular dialogue on substantive issues with policymakers and judge their lobbying 

experiences as  superior to those enjoyed at UK Government level.   

 Yet, there are three main qualifications to this rosy picture.  First, most Scotland-

UK comparisons are not reliable because they have a skewed portrayal of UK group-

government relations. In fact, many UK-level groups enjoy the same levels of access as 

their Scottish counterparts.  As Jordan and Stevenson suggested, there is a touch of 

Mandy Rice Davies about group attitudes in Scotland; with many of them having 

supported the campaign for devolution, they ‘would support devolution, wouldn’t they?’..  

Second, there are signs in Scotland that the traditionally influential groups - the 

so-called ‘usual suspects - (including local government, the Educational Institute for 

Scotland and British Medical Association) still dominate consultation with government in 

their respective areas.  Such relationships are based on the ‘logic of consultation’ - 

between civil servants and the most interested, active, knowledgeable and representative 

groups - that drives mutually rewarding links.  This logic transcends not only country but 

also institutional boundaries, with many committees drawing on a similar list of groups 

when seeking evidence.  

Third, after a brief ‘honeymoon period’ in which groups formed networks, 

maintained close links with MSPs and responded to consultations outwith their usual 

comfort zone, things returned to ‘core business’.  Most groups recognised that their main 

focus should be on the policy issues in which they were engaged directly and with those 

actors in the Government that had dominance in that area.  Consequently, the willingness 

of groups to maintain close links with the Parliament diminished.  This is indicated by a 

survey undertaken by Darren Halpin and Iain MacLeod which asked groups to indicate 

the frequency with which they had engaged in policy-influencing strategies over the 

preceding 12 months.  76.7 per cent participated in public consultations ‘very often’ or 

‘fairly often’, 68.8 per cent respond to requests for comments and 65.0 per cent made 

contact with civil servants. Contacting MSPs or ministers was something done by 43 per 

cent, while only 27 per cent said that they engaged with Scottish Parliament committees.  

 

Why Lobby Parliament at All?  

 

These findings echo an older observation by Jeremy Richardson and Grant Jordan (1979) 

that the development of group-government links in policy-making ‘robbed’ the 

Westminster Parliament of influence;  Westminster law-making became a largely formal 

function – legislative content was bargained in extra parliamentary settings with affected 

interests. Further, most policy can be made without legislation (i.e. delegated or 

secondary processes), and where legislation is required the combination of government 

majorities and a strong party discipline ensures that there is seldom significant 

amendment.  In this context, high levels of group-Parliament (London or Edinburgh) 



contact are best explained by ignorance (groups/corporations do not recognise 

Parliament’s irrelevance), the use of Parliament as a fallback when objectives have not 

been met via government consultation, or where elected members’ requests for 

information generate an opportunity for groups to demonstrate their expertise.   

An alternative interpretation is that, although most groups recognise the power of 

government, they ‘hedge their bets’ and maintain channels of influence in both venues.  

Indeed, the groups most likely to maintain links with Parliament are the ‘insider’ groups 

which seek to amend the details of legislation or ensure that decisions reached with 

Government are not overturned in Parliament.  It is the most established and well-

resourced groups that maintain a relatively high parliamentary presence. This view is 

supported to a limited extent by specific examples: public health group pressure in the 

Scottish Parliament prompted the Government to introduce legislation to ban smoking in 

public places; successful group lobbying of the Health Committee and opposition parties 

put further pressure on the Government to introduce free personal care for older people; 

and, the willingness of Parliament to say ‘no’ to legislative measures on adult support and 

protection in 2007 justified group engagement.   

The argument that groups tend to mix influence strategies is also supported, but 

qualified, by Halpin and MacLeod’s study of the policy participants who gave written 

and/ or oral evidence to Scottish Parliamentary committees (the data set covers 13746 

acts of evidence given by 3083 distinct participants to 269 committee Bill and Inquiry 

hearings from 1999- 2007).  The first finding (Table 1) is that most participants are not 

‘interest groups’ in the orthodox sense of the term. The dominant type of participant is 

governmental: sub-units of Scottish central and local government, public sector bodies or 

agencies.  While this is surprising, there is a practical explanation: central government 

actors have the greatest resources and, in many cases, the greatest obligation to inform 

and respond to committee activity, while local government has more resources to engage 

than most groups.   

There is also a relatively high level of activity by individuals and citizen groups 

compared to the ‘usual suspects’ in business and the professions (partly explained by the 

fact that business groups opposed devolution and took more time to engage).  However, 

this is not necessarily an indicator of sustained wider influence, since giving written 

evidence is an act of self-selection. If petitions act as a guide, the level of individual 

activity (143 individuals are responsible for 2491 responses) suggests serial participation 

by a small number of driven individuals, while citizen groups appear to be rather narrow 

and infrequent actors engaged in one or two issues of particular interest. The limited 

evidence suggests that ‘direct’ access by disenfranchised groups has been poor. The 

parliament has been more comfortable with groups acting as proxies.  

 

Table 1. Distribution of Mobilization in Connection with SP 

Committees   

  Activity Participants 

  Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

Government 5255 38.2 3738 45.4 

Individuals 2491 18.1 143 1.7 

Citizen Groups 2320 16.9 1702 20.7 

Professional Groups 1204 8.8 801 9.7 



Individual Businesses 779 5.7 627 7.6 

Business/Trade Assoc. 760 5.5 505 6.1 

Trade Unions 308 2.2 205 2.5 

Service Charity 259 1.9 203 2.5 

MP, MSP, etc 252 1.8 208 2.5 

Religious Org. 107 0.8 82 1.0 

Unknown 11 0.1 11 0.1 

Total 13746 100.0 8225 100.0 

 

The ‘hedging-bets’ argument is perhaps more clearly supported by Table 2, which 

records the policy participants (but not individuals) with the highest overall levels of 

activity in committee hearings. Notable here is not only the diversity of interests 

represented but also the propensity of the major insider groups to engage - including the 

major government agencies, local authorities, trade unions, professional bodies, business, 

consumer and environmental groups (complemented by networks of groups such as the 

‘gang of 5’ business groups and Environment LINK).  Importantly the figures could 

suggest that Parliament accentuates the bias towards the ‘usual suspects’ as much as 

representing an alternative venue for otherwise excluded groups.    

 

Table 2 Top 28 Policy Participants (1999-2007)    

Participant Activity Percent Rank 

Scottish Executive (Crown Office, Health Department, Unnamed 

Dept.)  337 3.0 1 

COSLA 196 1.7 2 

Law Society of Scotland 104 0.9 3 

Glasgow City Council 87 0.8 4 

Edinburgh (City of) Council 78 0.7 5 

UNISON Scotland 76 0.7 6 

Scottish Trades Union Council/Congress 74 0.7 7 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise 74 0.7 8 

Association of Chief Police Officers in Scotland 74 0.7 9 

Scottish Enterprise 68 0.6 10 

Scottish Natural Heritage 67 0.6 11 

Highland Council 66 0.6 12 

Glasgow University 63 0.6 13 

Scottish Consumer Council 61 0.5 14 

Federation of Small Businesses 53 0.5 15 

Scottish Executive - Minister for Justice 51 0.5 16 

Association of Directors of Social Work 47 0.4 17 

British Medical Association - Scottish Office, Edinburgh 45 0.4 18 

EIS 44 0.4 19 

Edinburgh University 44 0.4 20 

Strathclyde University 43 0.4 21 



Scottish Environment Protection Agency 43 0.4 22 

Dundee City Council 42 0.4 23 

Scottish Environment LINK 41 0.4 24 

Fife Council 41 0.4 25 

Faculty of Advocates, Edinburgh 40 0.4 26 

Confederation of British Industry – Scotland 40 0.4 27 

South Lanarkshire Council 39 0.3 28 

Top 28 Total 2038 18.1 - 

Total 11255 100.0 - 

 

The Post-2007 Picture 

 

The election of a minority SNP Government provided the potential for different styles in 

group-Parliament relationships (particularly since the SNP made noises about rejecting 

governmental reliance on ‘establishment’ groups).  The lack of a governing majority and 

the scope for cross party alliances suggests that time spent  by groups seeking MSP 

support may be increasingly valuable.  Yet, so far, there is limited evidence of that sort of 

politics. The new electoral arithmetic (in which no party or coalition controls plenary or 

committee proceedings) has produced uncertainty but with little evidence of enhanced 

group influence.  The initial rejection of the budget in 2009 was widely seen as 

ineffective, cumbersome and undesirable politics: this is ironic as such bargaining would 

be central to New Politics.  Yet, nothing made majoritarian, imposition politics (Old 

Politics) quite so attractive as a hint of its alternative.  

This review suggests that the impact of new politics (at least in the optimistic 

form presented in the run-up to devolution) is scarcely discernible. But that is not in itself 

a measure of failure. The question is whether significant groups in Scottish political 

social and economic life have ready access to the decision making forums, not whether 

the rough pencil sketches of reform were implemented. Political analysis tends to 

concentrate on weaknesses but the barriers to access are (and were) exaggerated in the 

pre devolution portrait of Scottish politics. 

 

Further Reading 

 

Cairney, P. 2008, ‘Has Devolution Changed the British Policy Style?, British Politics, 3, 

3, 350-72 

Halpin, D. and Baxter, G. 2008 ‘Organised Interests in Scottish Public Policy: 

Questionnaire Survey Results’, Project Report available at 

www.organisedinterests.co.uk/darrenhalpin/mobilisation.htm 

Jordan G and Stevenson L 2000, ‘Redemocratizing Scotland. Towards the Politics of 

Disappointment?’, in Wright A. (ed), Scotland: the Challenge of Devolution, 

Aldershot: Ashgate. 

Richardson, J. J., &and Jordan, A. G. 1979, Governing Under Pressure, Oxford: Martin 

Robertson. 

 

http://www.organisedinterests.co.uk/darrenhalpin/mobilisation.htm

