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Preface
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conclusion of this project, after many twists and (U-) turns, the most obvious policy
which could have been proposed (abolishing the poll tax) had been implemented : that is
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Abstract

This thesis identifies the rationale for the poll tax, introduced in Scotland in 1989 as the
replacement for domestic rates. It explains the tax as a radical event in the relationship
between the state and civil society. As a dynamic and politically sensitive research subject, a
number of methods were used to update the analysis and to gain alternative insights beyond
the ideas made familiar in the mainstream media debates. These included analysis of local
newspaper coverage and election literature, conducting a postal questionnaire and convening
group discussions in four Districts in central Scotland. The importance of an emphasis on
local politics in these places is tested during the thesis.

The shape of the reaction both to the rates revaluation of 1985 and to the poll tax is
considered by drawing upon a ‘bargaining power’ theory. This highlights the uneven
influence over the policy-making process between people in different places and between
Scotland and England (at least in how they have been represented in recent political
discourses).

‘Voice™ and ‘exit’ strategies are proposed as means of negotiating the tax. These include
using the local electoral process to send signals to government and exit by non-payment.
This second point is pursued in a discussion of interactions witain civil society (how people
react to each other as local taxpayers and service users). This leads into a conceptual
analysis of the significance of the poll tax in encouraging opting out from established
welfare systems.

A number of conclusions are reached which are neither obvious nor were emphasised in the
literature. A typical judgment on the brief lifetime of the poll tax would point to how a
simple tax philosophy became deeply unpopular, split the governing Conservative Party,
was thoroughly rejected at the ballot box and lead to the resignation of the Prime Minister.
Yet, in Scotland at least, the poll tax response was characterised largely by continuity of
electoral behaviour. Because of the distinctive political pattern of the new tax burden,
existing divisions were exaggerated rather than challenged. The poll tax was often explained
as an attempt to make policy rooted in rational economic theory. Some argued that the
apparent direction of political - cultural change (towards decentred identities for example)
meant that the time for such a reform had arrived. However, this research finds that the
policy process failed to understand the balance between the economic and non-economic
influences on the public as local electors. The poll tax was based on a particular reading of
the ‘new times’ (one informed by the Thatcher project). Although support for the tax is
identified in the research, its eventual defeat underlined the limits of that project and the
limits to radical political change.
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Explanatory notes

1. Where chi-square significance test results are included in tables, standard notation for
confidence limits is used throughout : 0.05 level signified by */0.01 level by **

2. Extracts from group discussions and interviews with councillors use the first names of

speakers or appropriate abbreviations (e.g. ClIr). The researcher is identified in all extracts
by the letter ‘R’.



1. The poll tax and Britain's New Right

"...the (poll) tax would be hard to enforce....A new register would be needed. But this would make the tax
expensive to run and complicated, particularly if it incorporated a rebate scheme. Without a rebate scheme,
a poll tax would bear harshly on people with low incomes....the Government agrees with the Environment
Committee that this option should be rejected.” (Extract from the 1981 Department of Environment White
Paper "Rates", quoted in Gibson 1987).

"These problems are not insuperable. In view of the overriding importance of increasing local
accountability through the introduction of a community charge, they might now be tackled.” (Extract from
the 1986 Department of Environment Green Paper "Paying for local government” Cmnd 9714, p.12)

On April 1 1989, the community charge legislation was implemented in Scotland one year
ahead of the rest of Britain. This introduced a poll tax as the means of raising revenues
locally for councils, replacing the system of domestic rates. On April 1 1993, the poll tax
was officially abolished, being replaced in turn by the council tax (a tax on property with
similarities to domestic rates). This thesis seeks to trace the poll tax experience in central
Scotland from its planning and implementation stages to its socio-spatial impact and
eventual abolition. The tax itself encouraged both radical change and continuity. It met
with a dramatic response from opponents of the Conservative Government as well as
many supporters, leading to the resignation of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher who had
identified the policy as an implicit part of her government's political project (Gibson
1990). The concemn in this introductory chapter is to establish why the poll tax was chosen
as the replacement to the existing system of rates. This leads to a consideration of the
influence of New Right thinking in British Conservative politics and how local
government finance came to reflect the broad policy direction being favoured as the nature
of 'government’, 'welfare', 'the public' and 'the private' were realigned. Consumerist
interpretations of welfare and democracy found expression in the reform of local
government itself (not just finance). The assumptions upon which policies such as the poll
tax were built provide the focus for this research. Following a study of how the poll tax
was justified, the chapter concludes with an explanation of the research questions to be
pursued.

1.1 "Paying for local government" : its aims

The 1988 legislation which introduced the poll tax (and the associated reforms of non-
domestic rates and the system of central grant payments) was the product of the earlier
Green Paper "Paying for local government" (Department of the Environment 1986). That
review of how local authorities raised finance met with disbelief beyond central
government. How serious the Government was with its intentions to end the rating system
and replace it with a flat-rate charge was initially doubted. In one early response to the
Green Paper, Quirk (1986) concluded that "the major consolation for those in local
government is that the proposals will probably never be implemented.” It had been the
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same Conservative Government which had itself rejected the poll tax as a solution to the
problems of domestic rates in 1981 (as the introductory quote highlights). That review had
itself argued that "a poll tax (is) only feasible as a supplement to a major revenue-raising
tax (i.e. if it was set at say £25 per head a year)..." and former Environment Minister
Michael Heseltine (who would return to Government in 1991 in an extraordinary twist of
fate) was quoted as being "unable to remember a discussion about the poll tax in which it
had not been rejected as expensive, inefficient and unfair" (MacGregor 1991, P.449).
Despite previous scepticism and despite the proposal being associated with Feudal times
rather than as the sole means of local government taxation, the conclusions of 1981 were
over-ruled.

The core question is why did such a significant policy change occur over this period ? The
analysis will have to go further than local government finance itself : Hepple's (1989)
view that any verdict on the poll tax would need to address its basic philosophical and
political assumptions is supported here. This suggests that it will be important to consider
how the Government's view of local government - and the nature of how welfare is
organised and delivered - has changed. Thus, on what grounds are local services actually
and perceived to be consumed ? Moreover, how should this pattern be expressed in the
system of taxation ? Was there a longer-term aim implicit in the poll tax that paved the way
for a still more radical break with the history of local government finance in Britain ?
Finally there is a need to assess whether the reform of local taxation succeeded in the
terms which its policy architects set for it (aside from the failure represented by its
rejection by the public). In summary, the pervasive question is why was a poll tax chosen
atall ?

Although the system of domestic rating was long criticised, the 1986 Green Paper was
distinctive in being the only instance when it was regarded as entirely inappropriate as a
form of local taxation. The report of the Layfield Commission (1976) found in favour of
retaining the rates and bolstering the fiscal base with a local income tax and encouraging a
subsequent reduction in the importance of grant from central government. The Layfield
Commission itself was significant for endorsing more than one means of local taxation, a
position which was rarely to be supported in later debates as the search for one acceptable
alternative ensued. At the root of the problem in the 1986 analysis was the failure of the
rates to deliver local accountability of councils to their electors or, as significantly, to their
non-domestic ratepayers. '

Traditionally local authorities raised almost all of their expenditure resources from
domestic and non-domestic rates and centrally-distributed grants, although in proportions
which varied spatially. The most urban authorities typically relied more on non-domestic
rate incomes from industrial and commercial ratepayers and raised less from the domestic
sector (in contrast to suburban authorities whose domestic rating bases were more buoyant
and contributed more in tax revenues). At the time of the Green Paper for example, the
proportion of income for Scottish councils was approximately 12% from domestic rates,
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26% from non-domestic rates and 54% from grants (a figure which declined significantly
since the election of the first Thatcher government in 1979). The Audit Commission's
assessment (1984) of the Rate Support Grant system pointed to a blurring of local
accountability, making the necessary clear relationship between a council's marginal
spending (that above its centrally-defined spending assessment) and changes in local rate
burdens imperceptible. This evidence was also influential in the review of finance which
followed. The Green Paper summarised the problems with each of the three major
elements of how Britain had been 'paying for local government' :

(1.) Domestic rates : The problem of "those who vote and those who pay"

Of all Scottish electors around half were eligible to pay rates, with 38% receiving either a
partial or a full rebate on their bills. One in eight of the electorate paid full rates while the
majority of the public were entitled to vote for higher standards of service, the higher tax
costs of which being met by the minority of fully-taxed electors. This mismatch between
the pattern of costs and benefits as the burden of the property tax rested on too few
shoulders was considered to discourage fiscal accountability and 'responsible' voting
behaviour and to result ultimately in the exploitation of the ratepayer. In order to protect
the interests of the ratepayer, the poll tax was introduced as a charge on almost every
adult, to close the gap between the definition of those who used services, those who paid
for them and those who voted on levels of spending in local elections (or at least were
eligible to). A more detailed analysis of the assumptions of this model of freeridership is
developed in Chapter Four.

(2.) The contribution from non-domestic rates

In some local authorities where domestic rateable values were low, the contribution from
the local non-domestic rate reached three-quarters of tax incomes. The central objection of
the Government lay at the spending margin. Thus, for every £1 raised where a council
chose to 'overspend' as much as 75p would be levied additionally on the non-domestic
sector. This unfairness was essentially one of tax responsibility without representation for
the business ratepayer, leading to the idea of a 'business vote' being floated again in the
Green Paper. Such potential for profligacy "provided little incentive to economy" (DoE
1986, p.6). A radical reform of this rating element was also introduced (earlier in England
and Wales than in Scotland) which transformed the pattern of central - local fiscal
relations. From providing a significant fax income for local authorities, all non-domestic
resources were 'pooled’ into a national fund (hence the title National Non-Domestic Rate,
NNDR). The replacement was thus closer to a system of assigned revenues, since the
effective rate at which the sector would be taxed was no longer a matter for local
government. Central government instead introduced a Uniform Business Rate (UBR)
which would raise non-domestic revenues to be redistributed between authorities largely
on a per capita basis. As King (1988) noted :



"...the fact that local authorities (will) initially collect the tax...on an agency basis and then hand its
proceeds over to the centre for redistribution is of no real significance at all” (p.147)

The pattern of resource redistribution in the non-domestic sector is one which attracted
less attention than the poll tax itself, despite having as significant implications for
councils. This research is unable to redress that imbalance, other than to underline its
pivotal role in the reform of finance and in compromising the strategy of enhancing local
accountability (to be discussed later in this chapter).

(3.) The Grant system

The existing system of central grant transfers was also held to be concealing the real costs
of local services from local electors, further frustrating the task of disciplining councils
towards greater accountability. In spite of the trend of reducing the central contribution to
local budgets (from 75% of local spending in 1975-76 to 56% in 1987-88, MacGregor
1991) and a range of legislation designed to penalise authorities judged as fiscally
irresponsible (through grant tapering, clawback and rate capping), the net result by the
mid-1980s remained an increase in the average rates burden as local government chose to
close its revenue shortfall through higher taxation rather than reduced spending. The Rate
Support Grant system was judged as 'effort-related', wherein historical spending levels
were included in grant calculations (as part of the 'needs' element). Thus, the reform of
grant payments was based on simplifying the method of calculating grant resources and
greater stability in year-to-year changes (functional for the purpose of relating spending
shifts to tax changes). The new Revenue Support Grant system then was composed of a
simplified Needs Grant and a new Standard Grant. The Standard element was introduced
as general grant support, payments being closely related to changes in the adult
populations of local authorities. This reform marked a significant change in the
Government's view of distributional priorities (Bennett 1989), where 'need to spend'
became defined more by demographic trends than the uneven distribution of rateable
resources as in the previous grant system. The abolition of 'resources’ equalisation had a
significant influence in directing the new pattern of grant allocations and shifts and the
range in which poll tax charges were set. Given the degree of influence of grant payments
to local budgetary decision-making, these changes threatened to compromise the aim of
matching tax changes more closely to spending changes. Along with safety net grant
distributions (to phase in the full extent of gains and losses between authorities), the
gearing effects resulting from variations in the proportion of council spending financed
from grants, assigned revenues and the local tax base were judged to prevent any such
matching relationship (Gibson 1987). The prospects for local accountability in the terms
set by the Green Paper were uncertain.

In summary, the finance reforms and in particular the introduction of a visible local poll

tax, was to have provided irresistible pressures for councils to keep spending in line with
Government assessments : every £1 'spending up' carried an entire £1 to the poll tax
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burden and thus the public. Purposely-designed 'poll tax electorates' were to judge the
taxing and spending decisions of their authorities more closely and critically and
presumably swing towards lower-taxing Conservative candidates in council elections.
Nevertheless, powers to cap council budgets were retained under the reform even if there
ought to have been no room to apply them if the local accountability mechanism would
work as anticipated by the Scottish Office. The reform was thus presented in terms of
devolving powers of scrutiny to the public over matters of local government spending.
Gibson (1990) however judged the accountability rationale as a "cover story" which was
convenient at the time of the reform but emerged as a lower priority than controlling
council spending when up to twenty English authorities were capped on the introduction
of the tax in April 1990. However the reform was presented, the retention of capping
powers was not the only unusual feature. As noted by Gibson (1990), the Government
failed in its Green Paper to promote the poll tax replacement. The poor performance of the
rates was emphasised : "Rates are no better related to ability to pay than a flat-rate charge
would be" (DoE 1986, p.24). However the conclusion that "...overall a community
charge would perform no worse than the rates" (emphasis added) on this measure hardly
represented a convincing case for reform (DoE 1986, p.25). Finally the review maintained
that most local government services would continue to be funded largely from income
taxes (reflected in central grant payments) and non-domestic ratepayers. Those with higher
incomes would continue to pay more than those on lower incomes. In other words it was
the progressiveness of the overall tax system which was considered to be important rather
than any constituent part of it separately. Bennett (1989) argued that the distributional
effects of the poll tax, meaning that low income groups and the very poor would pay it,
were intentional : "Whether (these) are socially desirable or not depends on the treatment
of that individual within the total tax - benefit system" (p.402). As Gibson (1987,1990)
argued however, it is illogical to use the progressive nature of national taxation as an aid to
ameliorate the regressiveness of the poll tax and not also include this as a factor to alleviate
the assumed unfairness of domestic rates. Further, given the longer-term redistribution of
non-domestic rate income towards authorities with traditionally smaller commercial and
larger residential tax bases, the progressive value of a central element in local funding was
reduced.

In fact the reference to the ability to pay issue (above) was significant since it revealed
much about the Government's interpretation of the redistributive principle in matters of
taxation. Before any judgement of the reformed system of finance can begin, the basic
question raised in the introduction must be considered : what broad principles guided the
Government towards the course set out in "Paying for local government" ?

1.2 A need to reform ?

Firstly, the arguments for controlling local government spending more tightly are assessed
in more detail. The attempt is to identify the factors which resulted in the finance reform
beyond those expressed in the legislation or the Green Paper, including the ideological
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motivations. The decision to reform the rating system reveals little in itself about these

issues. Taken with the choice of a poll tax on the other hand, it allows a reading of
Government economic philosophy and partisan disposition.

The public sector, and local government more specifically, experienced intense
reassessment during the years of Thatcher governments (although many of the trends in
expenditure for example were pushed forward rather than initiated). The 'right' to deliver
those elements of public service consumption which was traditionally assumed to be that
of local authorities was challenged as the role of local government was recast in terms of
‘enabling' rather than 'providing' (Stoker 1989). The poll tax marked a profound
challenge to the right to levy a reasonable proportion of local income through taxation
(based on historical convention rather than any constitutional safeguard). If the 1980s had
a dominant theme, it was surely defined by the renewed commitment to conviction politics
as Conservative administrations sought to break with the Keynesian approach to economic
management and the Beveridgean approach to the Fordist welfare state. (This term is
contestable and is discussed in more detail at a later stage). Although the fortunes of the
public sector have altered over time, the political economy which Thatcherism was
committed to (even if it failed to advance on all the fronts it had hoped to) represented a
qualitatively different environment for public policy. Local government was implicitly part
of the Government's reformist intentions : not only was it held to represent many of the
labour market rigidities which Thatcherism was strongly opposed to, but a number of
councils mounted a serious challenge to the position of central government per se (and not
just the Conservative administrations) in taxing, spending and policy development areas.
The significance of the conflict between central and local government during rates disputes
is addressed in Chapters Four and Five. An account of why the rates were abandoned and
why a poll tax was introduced thus requires attention to economic and political motives.

The Green Paper emphasised that reforming finance represented another strand in the
long-term objective of reducing public expenditure, even if policies to achieve reductions
in central government had all but failed. (Spending on housing was the only significant
exception, as global expenditure rose to accommodate the expanding costs of defence and
unemployment, Taylor-Gooby 1985). It is not difficult to appreciate how the exercise in
accountability was seen as a euphemism for spending cuts (Martlew and Bailey 1988;
Gibson 1990). Accepting this motive, the impact of local taxation on macroeconomic
policy should be considered since it was the threat posed by the rates to central
government's 'legitimate aim' of controlling economic policy which justified the original
concern with the rates burden. Midwinter and Mair (1987) are among the most prominent
of those who developed a critique of the Government's economic rationale for abolishing
rates. The concept of economic management was argued to be an ironic justification for
Conservative governments of the 1980s, given its assumptions of state intervention,
regulation of the economy and the ability of the state to fulfil a management role at all. In
fact this is one example of the contradiction between the political discourse of Thatcherism
and its policy activity. (Chapter Nine considers how far the administrations succeeded in
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'rolling back the frontiers of the state’). More importantly though, the authors point to the
incorrect equation of "macroeconomic necessity" - justifying control of local taxation
powers - and the political priorities of governments. Simple assertion was not judged as a
convincing case for the reform.

The argument that the dynamics of monetary supply are significantly determined by public
borrowing and that local authority borrowing is in turn a significant determinant of total
public borrowing was forwarded in the review without evidence. From this account, the
public sector would be envisaged as financing its programmes largely through borrowing.
However, it was rateborne expenditure which was of increasing importance for the local
public sector and no evidence was available which suggested that local taxation had any
net inflationary or demand impacts in itself. This hints at a dichotomy between public and
private sectors (and 'the public' versus 'the private' more broadly) in which public sector
activity was equated with reproduction costs (consumption, taxation) and a drain on the
productive capacity of the wealth-creating private sector. Such a perspective drew upon
the 'Crowding Out' and 'Structural Imbalance' theses (of Bacon and Eltis 1976, for
example). Thus if the proportion of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) consumed by public
~ spending rises, GDP would fall, since such an increase would be non-productive and
inflationary pressures would accumulate leading to a greater need to borrow. Local
government was identified as a significant actor in this scenario. Yet there appears an
important contradiction in the Government's interpretation of these factors (Midwinter and
Mair 1987). If the public sector does 'crowd out' profit-engineering, why were central
government budgets not to be reduced when they totalled at least 75% of public sector
current spending in 1985 -86 ?

The Green Paper did not make reference to the acceleration of bank lending to the private
sector in fuelling the growth of money supply. Its 85% share of money supply expansion
was hardly comparable with the 15% contribution of the Public Sector Borrowing
Requirement (the PSBR, the gap between expenditure and resources). Given that the
Local Authority Borrowing Requirement (LABR) accounted for approximately one-fifth
of the total PSBR, council borrowing contributed 3% to the growth of money supply
based on Midwinter and Mair's review of the public economics literature. Even if the
monetarist philosophy of central government was justifiable, tackling local government
was a strategy based on much effort for little gain and a net deterioration of local - central
relations. If local taxing and spending was a threat to macroeconomic policy, other
sources closer to central government were more significant threats. If the borrowing
element was unable to make much impact on economic policy, perhaps the contribution of
rate increases was more important as well as more consistent with the Green Paper
analysis. Yet, rate revenues accounted for only a small proportion of all taxes raised (less
than 15%). Instead an explanation was more likely to be rooted in the visibility of the
property tax exaggerating its importance within the overall tax yield. As discussed in
Chapter Four, large tax increases were not 'hidden' (as the VAT increase was in 1991 for
example) helping to explain the periodic waves of popular opposition to the rates. One
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review of the Green Paper concluded that the case for replacing the rates was constructed
on the misleading use of assumptions or inadequate evidence :

"A review of the empirical evidence offered in support of the key arguments in the Green Paper will be
cursory - little that constitutes evidence over simply assertion is actually on offer. The proposals instead
mark the triumph of ideology over analysis " (Midwinter and Mair 1987, p.177)

Moreover, when the aggregate yield of the poll tax was planned to be similar to that of
domestic rates, the spending control objective was compromised : the reform of local

government finance was about the redistribution of costs rather than their reduction.

Although not alluded to in the Green Paper, it is clear that the system of domestic rates
was opposed precisely because it allowed councils limited scope to tax higher-income
households more. Redistribution was considered to be the legitimate function of central
government alone through national income taxes. This strongly suggests that it was the
distribution of the local tax burden which concerned the Government more than its overall

economic impact. This transformation of the pattern rather than the overall size of costs
and benefits is evident throughout this analysis.

In terms of the political reasons for reform, the 1985 Scottish revaluation protest (the

focus of Chapter Four) was identified as resulting in many households facing "quite
arbitrary and unpredictable impositions" :

"..it is no surprise that 1985 has forcibly reminded many Scottish ratepayers of the deficits in rates as a

means of paying for local government. There has been a widespread loss of public confidence in the
present Scottish rating system and a vociferous demand for reform" (DoE 1986, Paragraph 8.21, p.61)

At this stage it is sufficient to argue that the revaluation protest was significant not for the
numbers of active opponents of the rates but in terms of who and where protested. The
campaign was based largely in the Conservative Party's own political constituency of
Scottish home-owners, coming to shoulder too great a burden for other people's service
costs through higher rate payments. Following on from the highly critical Audit
Commission report in 1984, the Scottish revaluation provided a stimulus for reform,
although it was the parallel to be drawn for the rest of Britain had a revaluation proceeded
there which was the prime motivating consideration. This chapter has approached a theory
of government motivation to explain its reformist arguments. What is now of interest is
how the Thatcher project pursued these arguments towards a poll tax solution.

1.3 Why a poll tax ?
1.3.1 The Benefit Principle and the redistributive principle

Following a review of the rating system, the Green Paper did not propose a reformed
property tax (such as a modified capital values tax which caused controversy as the
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Labour Party's proposed replacement for the poll tax in 1990 and which eventually was
introduced as the council tax in 1993). Nor was a local income tax favoured : it was
rejected despite its common use in other OECD states (see Chapter Four). Instead a flat
rate tax per adult was represented in the conclusion "The Way Forward : a Community
Charge" as the solution to the core problems facing local government finance in Britain.
This choice was by no means accidental :

"...the community charge was not simply an unpopular mistake but in fact part of the whole Thatcherite
welfare strategy” (MacGregor 1991, p.443)

The poll tax policy was derived from a tradition of liberal economics and a reading of
public choice theory by Britain's New Right. Thus it emerged from an ongoing policy
debate (even if it was one traditionally considered marginal for British public policy) rather
than being unrooted in theory or political philosophy (Quirk 1986). An explicit reference
to these roots of the tax was provided by former Environment Secretary Nicholas Ridley
in a speech made in 1987 :

"T think in terms of local authority services, people should be paying for what they get. It has got nothing
to do with how rich you are. In this country we are too sold on the idea that the rich should pay for other
people's services" (Quoted in MacGregor 1989, p.22)

This quote was used in the group discussions conducted during the fieldwork for this
research as a prompt to explore public attitudes to the principles of taxation. In terms of
how local services should be organised, paid for through taxation and used - how patterns
of cost and benefit should be related - a number of theories can be addressed. The degree
of local autonomy over service provision is one consideration and the spatial-territorial
structure of local governments is another (considered by King 1984 for example). The
central question here however relates to the contested financial issues of local services :
who benefits from consumption and who pays ? Should all benefits be charged to

consumers if they can be identified ? Should relative 'need' be a more salient feature of
public services than access to 'resources' ?

These questions define the classic debate centring on the distinction between beneficial and
redistributive goods provided by local government and the associated belief that the
method of local taxation does or should reflect the difference. Thus benefit taxes and
redistributive taxes are identified (user charges and local income taxes are examples of
each), based on the principles of paying for service benefits received along the lines of the

quote above and ability to pay, respectively. To summarise a more complicated debate, the
benefit principle argues that people should be taxed according to the cost of their benefits.

According to Foster et. al. (1980), a benefit tax would lead to the situation where
individuals would in effect buy their services from governments.

The redistributive principle makes an implicit value judgement in favour of a more
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equitable distribution of service benefits in recognition of the unequal inability to pay on a
market basis. This is typically reflected in local income taxes which tap incomes directly.
Other taxes (such as domestic rates) are broadly redistributive after rebates are applied.
While a neat distinction is useful for presentational purposes, it is increasingly tenuous in
the context of modern local government (above all following the Thatcher reforms). Not
only are the majority of services difficult to classify as either 'beneficial' or
‘redistributive’, the traditional division of the public into groups receiving specific services
is difficult to sustain. This poses problems in deciding upon an appropriate means of
taxation. Education for example is considered to have redistributive elements at least up to
the age of sixteen in addition to the benefit received by its participants over not receiving
the service since it is not directly dependent upon wealth. Thus,

"...neither the nature of service provision nor the property tax can be described as purely
beneficial....Similar arguments pertain about the redistributive principle. Few local services are entirely for
the benefit of poor people” (Midwinter and Mair 1987, pp.114-115)

How does local taxation reflect this combination of service benefits in terms of each
principle ? The British experience has been to avoid the question. Given its history of
dependence on only one local tax - and whether the rates, the poll tax or the council tax is
not important in this respect - it is apparent that the relationship between local service costs
and benefits has not been adequately theorised.

The Green Paper analysis however addressed this debate by stating that "a consideration
of the fairness of local taxes needs to take account of both principles” but that "it would
not be appropriate to rely too heavily on a redistributive tax to fund local authority
services" (DoE 1986, pp.20-25). The rates were rejected as performing badly on both
principles in favour of a poll tax which would "provide a closer reflection of the benefit
from modern people-based services than a property tax" (p.25). The response to the
problem of accommodating two means of distributing service benefits was to displace the
redistributive principle entirely by benefit taxation (or at least what the Government
considered to be a benefit tax). The reform marked a radical shift towards the notion of
charging for local services even if the poll tax was an imperfect charging mechanism

1.3.2 The influence of public choice theory.

"....there is more logic behind the (poll) tax proposals than many credit....public choice theory provides
the implicit philosophy or ideology behind the proposals” (Hepple 1989, p.387)

Public choice theory is based on the study of collective or non-market decisions from a
market perspective, influenced by models derived from neo-liberal economic analysis and
consumer theories of democracy (as developed by Dahl and Downs for example). Various
interpretations of the theory found some influence in North American normative thinking
and to a lesser extent in policy. Public choice ideas though were largely dismissed as

10



inappropriate in the European context. Whether the theory is relevant to British local
government or not, Hepple's contention and the clear links which emerged between the
New Right and public choice proponents imply that its implications cannot be ignored.

Pinch (1985) identifies public choice theories as one normative perspective for explaining
how the service benefits of government are distributed (in terms of access to resources,
material advantage and the distribution of influence over the policy-making process). The
dominant element of the theory has been the development of private market analogies
applied to the behaviour of the public sector (and an economic theory of the democratic
process). The most explicitly geographical and familiar attempt to explain public
'solutions' to allocation problems in market terms was that of Tiebout (1956) who argued
that residential location would be based on how the public as consumers interpreted the
public service 'market’ available to them. Taxation thus played a central role in the tradeoff
judgements facing consumers. Tiebout's argument held that people would migrate to areas
where the local 'fiscal wedge' (King 1984) was most beneficial to them (i.e. where tax
costs and service benefits were delivered in the balance they preferred). Market-like
competitive forces were assumed to sustain the differentiation of communities as market
territories in the highly fragmented (and more homogeneous) urban government structures
of North America. Such migration was termed 'exit’ by public choice. Pinch notes the
assumptions made by the Tiebout interpretation of public choice, in particular the capacity
of the market to distribute mobility opportunities widely and the central significance of the
quality of local services for residential behaviour. Since many of the assumptions are not
sustainable beyond the context in which the theory was derived, Pinch argues that a
pluralist model of public choice theory - accommodating exit strategies as one possible
response rather than placing it at the centre of the analysis - has been more influential.
Thus, 'voice' and 'loyalty' or 'resignation' strategies are also paths of 'resolution' in the
problems of service distribution. (This categorisation is drawn upon later in this chapter as
part of the discussion of research questions).

The Green Paper's rejection of the redistributive principle is consistent with a public
choice formulation of tax policy. Given that individuals are assumed to act on self-interest
whether in the market place or the surrogate market represented by the public sector in
Tiebout's analysis, exit among higher taxpayers will be encouraged from areas where a
negative fiscal wedge develops (in other words where local taxation is highly
progressive). From an economic perspective this would increase inefficiency. An
argument against redistributive taxes can then be considered :

"....there would be major problems for any area which attempted to achieve a more equal distribution of
incomes than others” (King 1984, p.32)

King (1984) concludes that public choice questions have been important "at the margins”

to which can be added “for a limited group of the public”. There is no evidence that
migratory patterns are significantly influenced by local tax and service factors as conceded
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by Hepple (1989) for example :

"Tiebout processes are not effective....and that is precisely what worries the public choice theorist ! "

(p391)

Although there is a traditional school of public choice theory (mainly of economists) who
seek empirical evidence of the model, a more radical interpretation emerged which
preferred to push the theory further by seeking policy expressions. This ideological focus
renewed the public choice debate in Britain and encouraged Government support for the
poll tax.

Considering the history of consolidation rather than fragmentation in British government
structures, the territorial basis of public policy is inappropriate for public choice theories
of fiscal migration to be expressed. The logic of a public choice reform might have pointed
towards transforming the spatial organisation of local government (towards a more
fragmented structure) and distributing taxing powers to local community governments.
Much interest in such a solution was evident from the Adam Smith Institute for example (a
right-wing British think-tank with close links to the Conservative Party). Instead the logic
was interpreted in a different way : to overcome the problems of fiscal exploitation
(freeridership under the rates) which would have been expressed in Tiebout-style
migration if the territorial structure had allowed, the basis of local taxation was changed
towards one which would frustrate the redistributive principle. In fact the poll tax impact
was thoroughly redistributive, but in a regressive sense (Chapter Five). The outcome of
the fusion between New Right policy formation and public choice thinking was presented
as a British 'benefit tax'. Ironically however, the solution could not be considered as
faithful to public choice theories which place the exit option at the centre of the analysis.
The poll tax could not offer the choice of exit from the costs of libraries or education for
consumers who did not wish to pay for them (Paddison 1989), other than through the
unofficial route of non-payment (Chapter Eight). The expectation was that differentials
within local authorities would be based on household occupancy rather than income or
property resources and that the tax differences between authorities would be reduced. In
theory this was to have reduced the unmet demand for fiscal migration. To continue this
evaluation of the Government's theory of taxation, the contention that the poll tax was a
benefit tax unlike the rates is addressed, before the relationship with democratic theory is
considered in the following section.

The poll tax was confined to the theoretical literature until the review in the mid-1980s and
it is difficult to identify serious policy proposals in its favour before then (the opening
quote in this chapter revealing the position of the Government in 1981). King (1984) for
example considered that a personal income tax would be the best local tax option if it were
not for the incentive to citizens to locate where the costs of services were lower than
service benefits. This condition would only be resolved when tax costs reflected the costs
of providing services : this argument for a benefit tax concluded that the more regressive
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taxes were, the more likely they were to meet this condition. The poll tax was described as
having "interesting properties” :

"...its non-existence stems undoubtedly from its regressive nature; perhaps a poll tax with rebates for the
poor is a possibility worthy of further investigation" (King 1984, p.241)

Even among the literature sympathetic to the idea of a poll tax, the lack of detail devoted to
it suggested that it was hardly considered a likely replacement for the rates. Nevertheless
the Government was confident it had found a benefit tax for the efficient funding of
beneficial local services. If this was the objective, Foster et. al. (1980) had argued that
local authorities should levy not a tax at all but a charge set equal to the long-term costs of
each service consumed. Although the Green Paper had presented the new tax as a
‘community charge’, a poll tax was argued to be an efficient levy if (i) all citizens
consumed the same services to the same extent and at a cost equal to the local poll tax; (ii)
all services are provided for people not property - i.e. if they are beneficial; and (iii) if tax -
benefit imbalances could be accommodated through fiscal migration. Clearly these proviso
impose ideal conditions not found in British local government. Above all, there is no
justification for assuming consumption preferences, costs and values to those using the
services are similar. Middle class consumption of public services across a lifetime of using
the welfare state has been greater than anticipated since its creation (Le Grand 1982;
Taylor-Gooby 1985; Woolley and Le Grand 1990). In the context of local government
services, Bramley et. al. (1989) expanded upon earlier arguments about the disparity in
actual not implied consumption levels and corresponding tax burdens to question whether
the poll tax was the benefit tax it was claimed to be. The authors pointed to the systematic
lack of evidence on the pattern of service benefits in the Green Paper and the reliance on
assumptions about the gap between paying for and using services assumed to represent
fiscal exploitation. Their comprehensive survey of the range of services provided by
Cheshire County Council in north-west England revealed a clear pattern relating the costs
and the value of service consumption to income and occupational data. Unsurprisingly the
benefits of local goods were found to be unevenly distributed, but the direction of the
relationship contradicted the implicit assumptions of a poll tax. Benefits had a positive
relationship to income, but increased at a less than proportionate rate (Gibson 1990). The
better-off were found to use services costing between 45% and 70% more than those used
by the poorest households :

"The Government is on shaky ground with most of its other arguments (distributional effects, local
accountability and an improved grants system, technical efficiency). If...the poll tax doesn't even qualify as
a Benefit Tax, its last prop of legitimacy is removed” (Bramley et. al. 1989, p.187)

This insight argues against a flat-rate tax which mismatches benefits and costs. Indeed if a
benefit tax is sought (and if services were wholly beneficial), they suggest in accord with
Midwinter and Mair (1987) that the rating system be reconsidered since it was found to
match the actual differentials in consumption with tax costs more closely than the poll tax.
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In the absence of any contradictory evidence, the poll tax failed on these grounds.

As well as a theory of taxation, public choice also encouraged a theory of motivation to
explain how individuals and local government behave over public allocation questions.
Rational individualism is again the key to understanding this perspective. At the heart of
this theory is the belief that democratic procedures can be interpreted using economic
principles. In the absence of a pricing mechanism in the public sector (notwithstanding the
attempts to introduce market disciplines into local government among later Thatcher
policies), citizens are assumed to act as consumers whose behaviour is inferred from how
they vote : "votes are market signals" (Dahl 1956). Imposing a simple consumerist view
of democracy, local taxes act as market prices, voting becomes the surrogate for market
demand for a variety of tax - service packages and the market's profit motive finds
analogy in the electoral legitimation sought by councillors and bureaucrats (whose jobs
and budgets depend on re-election). From the perspective of the Green Paper, councils
had an interest in expanding supply (service spending) under the non-accountable system
of rates. For public choice proponents such as Hepple (1989), the distribution of the tax
burden encouraged the growth of "local leviathans", whose fiscal bases extended beyond
the control of the minority of taxpayers with fully-costed interests. Thus the task of the
poll tax was to break the model of freeridership and place pressure on councils to reduce
budgets and tax levels. All electors would then have ‘an incentive for economy’ since the
costs of higher spending would be faced equally. This implied a theory of economic
voting wherein the main motivation would be to support candidates offering lower tax
policies (tested in Chapter Seven). A more comprehensive review of the freeridership
theory is included in Chapter Four.

1.3.3 Public choice versus Hobson's choice

The last element of the review of the rationale for the poll tax concerns the economic
theory of democracy. The assumption that voting is a surrogate for market demand could
rest uneasily in this domain if the outcomes (the public response) run counter to its policy
objectives. Consider the scenario where a majority of voters under a poll tax, fully aware
of the financial implications of their decisions, prefer a high local spending / high taxing
package. This is clearly not anticipated in the accountable environment envisaged by the
Government : responsible voting decisions are assumed. If voters were to act
irrationally’, is this because of imperfect information (and hence a problem which should
ease over time) or is it simply because the economic voting assumptions are untenable ?
How does the theory respond if voters continue on a course of irresponsible action ?

Hepple (1989) states in his public choice analysis of the poll tax that unanimous local
decisions are the ideal, but usually impossible (and certainly so outwith small
jurisdictions). This is presumably to ensure that individual preferences, not shared by the
local majority, are respected:
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"Majoritarian democracy... can be a threat to liberty, especially when taxation issues are involved.. ..A
majority may override and dominate a minority, and fiscally exploit them through for example highly
progressive forms of taxation. Such uncontrolled democracy leads inexorably to the overexpansion of the
Public Sector..." (Hepple 1989, p.390).

This appears as a specific interpretation of public choice theory, suggesting support for the
position outlined by Harris and Seldon :

"Profoundly disturbing questions must be raised about the imperfections or obstacles in the representative
political process that frustrate the wishes of the sovereign populace it is ostensibly designed to
'represent'.....the weight of evidence is that a vote is much less effective than purchasing power....the
market is potentially more democratic than the state” (Quoted in MacGregor 1989, p.15)

What is not discussed though is the public choice verdict on majorities which choose high
spending and high taxing in the knowledge of the costs and benefits involved. To the past
debates about the centralisation of power towards central government and the fiscal
exploitation of ratepayers by councils and non-ratepayers, public choice theory adds the
idea of the exploitation of the voting majority. This appears to have profound implications
for democratic theory if only ‘appropriate’ results are acceptable. Such arguments in effect
support the individual's right of exit from the costs of local public good provision to
purchase preferred goods individually (and privately). It seems also to deny the legitimacy
of a democratic mandate when one has been given unless it is overwhelming and
'rational', and condones the withdrawal of participation in the public sphere if it is not.
Where the public chooses progressive taxation, then the public's choice ought to be
denied. Thus, public choice offers private choice for those able to exit to private provision
and Hobson's choice for everyone else. In the final analysis it is an unusual reading of
'democracy' (MacGregor calls it anti-democratic) although in keeping with the Buchanan
theory of consumer democracy. The role of the poll tax in encouraging the
individualisation of consumption responsibility is further addressed in Chapter Nine.

This alternative perspective attempts to justify public choice as libertarian through its
emphasis on the individual. Given the aspirations of the poll tax to be a public choice tax,
it should be pointed out that new groups of taxpayers were fiscally exploited compared to
rates. Precisely because the poll tax did meet the condition of being regressive,
exploitative taxation shifted to lower income groups. This was no less exploitation of the
individual. If the distributional consequences are not ignored, public choice should have
no problem in justifying the greater tax take from lower income groups as fair. Within this
view, the wealth of consumers is distinct from their behaviour, and democratic theory here
argues that the separation can be translated into a pure benefit tax. Above all though, the
contradiction of public choice is apparent in its uneven treatment of the individual. Implicit
in the theory is an assumption of equal opportunity to participate, whether in consumption
of goods or voting. Nowhere in the analysis however is there any suggestion that the exit
option is (or should be) equally accessible. Thus exit is considered necessary for higher-
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income groups in high-spending authorities with progressive taxation, exactly the situation
thought to exist under the rating system. With the introduction of a community charge,
there was no mention of any exit possibilities for those who lost compared with rates.
Instead, a 'voice' option (Pinch 1985) is seen from a pluralist perspective as the response
available to all individuals facing some problem. 'Voice' involves protest campaigns, to
place pressure on decision-makers to encourage a more favourable outcome within the
existing order. The Anti-Poll Tax Federations in Scotland represent perhaps the most
organised medium for citizen protest through voice strategies, although their calls for non-
payment of the new tax could be considered as a form of exit behaviour. Another option
would be to accept the 'problem’' (in this case an unpopular tax). Where individuals feel
powerless to change legislation and alienated from political participation, a 'loyalty or
resignation' approach might be adopted. As Pinch notes, this is a common option in
British and American cities, yet is not considered in public choice theory.

At this stage in the analysis it is clear that an intense contest of ideas emerged over the
future of public welfare. The irony is that opponents may assume a common starting
point. In both the work of Bramley et al.(1989) and Hepple (1989), the inadequacies of
the poll tax as a benefit tax are revealed. Hepple for example refers to Le Grand's work
(1982) on the welfare benefits received by middle class households and uses it as the
means to a policy end never intended by the author. If local public goods are being over-
consumed by higher income groups relative to their need, the public choice view is that
user charges should be introduced to pay for them. Moreover, many functions ought to be
transferred to the private sector, leaving a rationalised public sector to serve the needs of
its true dependents. The value of individual choice is indeed given priority in Hepple's
vision and the opportunity for exit from coercive taxation is realised in a way which the
poll tax was unable to. Although Bramley et. al. (1989) agreed that "local government has
become a pretty feeble engine of redistribution” (p.205) in the wake of the abolition of
rates and that their own evidence was as likely to attract support for charging as any
alternative, this was hardly the policy response they favoured. Clearly the tax system at
the local level is important in accommodating or exacerbating the reality of class-bias in
consumption patterns. As Hepple (1989) notes,

"...demonstrating the cost-benefit mismatch does indeed point in either of two very different policy
directions" (p395).

Hepple's conclusion that "the central aim of a public choice theorist... is to enhance
liberty, liberal democracy and responsible citizenship” (p.397) sounds plausible until the
means involved are considered. To summarise the public choice interpretation of the
reform, there was enthusiasm for replacing rates with the poll tax. However, in itself this
was not an adequate solution. According to Hepple, the changes should continue and
"face up to what the Green Paper hinted at : that the reform of finance should be only the
prelude to a reappraisal of functional structure. Moreover, the objectives of such a review
are clear : a suitably contracted public sector, where grant transfers are minimised,
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redistribution as is necessary is to individuals (not between territories) and the bulk of
provision will be privately charged and consumed" (p.396). Thus the point at which the
poll tax reform intersected with the broader Thatcherite strategy for the economy, the
nature of government and systems of welfare is revealed.

Modern democratic theory, in assuming equal opportunity of participation and that voter
input is fundamental in this respect, poses its own problems for its more radical theorists.
It creates a contradiction concerning the legitimacy of collective as opposed to individual
decisions which it is unable to reconcile. Just as the Government review did not attempt to
accommodate the local redistributive principle, public choice accommodates majoritarian
outcomes only when they are considered rational. As an example, the US fiscal limitations
movement succeeded in California when Proposition 13 was passed by the majority of
voters and property taxes reduced (Danziger 1980). In this situation, the majority opinion
coincided with the aims (if not the values) of public choice, with the rational individual's
interest in keeping taxes down appearing to dominate. (Sears and Citrin 1985 present
other more detailed arguments about the importance of the referendum in delivering a
symbolic verdict on 'big government’). This result seemed to encourage a 'contagion
effect’ with a number of other states passing tax limitation laws. By 1980 however,
California voters faced another referendum (Proposition 9) arguing for a 50% reduction in
state income tax. The reasons for its overwhelming failure are discussed in detail by Lewis
(1982). The problem for public choice analysis with giving the public power to decide
taxation issues is clear : voters will not always act in the rational manner expected. With
the rejection of Proposition 9 then, public choice theorists would emphasise the minority

individual interests 'exploited' by the majority. This conclusion has wider significance for
extending public participation in decision-making : public opinion will either be supported
or criticised depending on how outcomes match partisan dispositions.

No longer do theorists like Hepple wish to accept the elements of Downs' and Tiebout's
models which underestimate the role of political ideology. However this move from the
abstract to the applied has not yet encouraged a consideration of the unequal distribution of
power within civil society and with the state. Public choice accounts highlight how the
New Right attempted to colonize concepts such as 'democracy’, 'devolution' and
'decentralisation' and present them as commodified terms (thus a "share-owning
democracy” and a "home-owning democracy” were commonly used to describe the
popular appeal of Thatcherism. The development of School Boards was presented in
terms of devolving power from government to parents and the Citizen's Charter
introduced by the Major administration emphasised the rights of the public as consumers
rather than citizens in the wider sense). Increasingly these terms meant little without
reference to specific political definitions. (Smith 1989 addresses these issues and develops
a renewed theory of citizenship based on entitlement rather than consumer influence as a
challenge to the New Right). The poll tax was thus in line with these trends in its

encouragement of a consumerist approach to welfare and behaviour.
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1.4 Research Questions

This chapter provides an introduction to the issues which surrounded the planning of the
poll tax. It supports the argument of MacGregor (1989,1991) among others that the
significance of the tax lay far beyond its small and declining share of local authority
revenues and share of total tax income : "the financial implications may be much less
critical in the long-run than the impact the choices made will have for democracy and the
welfare state" (MacGregor 1989, p.14). Although its absolute fiscal significance is
difficult to reconcile with the public and political reaction which the poll tax met with, this
thesis aims to show that the policy was about much more than altering the much-discussed
mismatch between local tax costs and service benefits. It was implicitly part of the
Thatcherite agenda for altering the behaviour of British people but also their expectations
of government and of each other. In other words the project was one of cultural
dimensions. For this reason the central focus of this research is proposed : taxation issues
are located at the boundaries between the changing interactions of civil society and the
state. To change the behaviour of civil society, certain ways of thinking would have to be
challenged. By emphasising the individual's personal responsibilities above those of any
wider community, the tax was an important means of accelerating other trends
restructuring the linkages within civil society. The research questions which emerge from
this perspective are now considered.

Dickens (1988) presents an insightful interpretation of John Urry's concept of horizontal
and vertical orientations in civil society (that is social life as a process outside paid
employment). Traditionally, vertical civil societies were considered more common,
represented where social life was strongly influenced by the relations of employment
itself. This implies that social and political contests are based on class divisions expressed
through the workplace. Although labour and trade union movements organising in the
social world of employees is one of the most obvious examples, Dickens (1988) considers
how elite sections of the service class appear to be increasingly vertically integrated
through employer-funded benefits (company cars, medical insurance and occasionally
housing costs) : a new set of 'company towns' in functional terms can be identified on a
fragmented and uneven spatial basis. Horizontal civil society suggests that social life
becomes less organised around issues of employment : there is a substantial disconnection
between experiences in civil society and concerns in the workplace. Urry argues that this
orientation is becoming more important as class relations are transformed and struggles
emphasise issues of consumption, especially housing, gender, race and the locality.
Dickens' approach is of interest because it argues in favour of retaining the categories
advanced by Urry but in modified form. Thus, although a long-term trend might be
discernible in which the separation of the home and the workplace is increasingly clear,
civil society is so differentiated it is unclear whether even localised societies can be classed
as mainly horizontal or vertical. Dickens provides examples from the Mass Observation
Archive to argue that within the same households, members may experience social
interactions in opposite directions. Similar points about the uneven nature of
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disorganisation of civil society could be drawn from Urry's later work with Scott Lash

(1987). The interest in how different aspects of civil society combine in different spatial
contexts (Dickens 1988, p.104) is shared in this research.

If issues beyond the workplace are of increasing political significance, this parallels
theories about the emergence of consumption issues in establishing and reshaping
identities. The Thatcherite project understood this and placed wider access to home
ownership at the core of its political message for example. However there are competing
definitions of consumption as well. Dickens implies that the exchange of money for goods
refers mainly to private consumption. Although private rather than public strategies have
certainly been part of the argument about changing identities, money also includes taxes
paid to governments in exchange for public service goods. In fact political contests in this
sphere are probably more marked because many goods are consumed in kind via the
process of political decision-making rather than through the market mechanism. The poll
tax is therefore difficult to position in the terms discussed. It appeared to qualify as an
influence on horizontal civil society, focussing attention on how people in different houses
in different places gained or lost. Yet, there is also reason to expect that its impact was to
confirm existing labour market divisions even if the poll tax response was mediated
through communities rather than workplaces. By the concluding chapter in this thesis, a

judgement on the tax in spatial and fiscal terms, but also its fundamental socio-cultural
terms, will be reached.

The responses of civil society are set in the context of different local authorities. Chapter
Three introduces four Districts in central Scotland whose recent political experiences were
dissimilar. How did changing central - local government relations affect these areas under
the rates ? How is the politics of local government viewed by different actors ? This
chapter attempts to trace the role of local taxation as a political issue in the past. The extent
to which it has been expressed in local terms - through distinct tax cultures for example -
will be considered throughout the thesis. This leads to a study of the characteristics of the
rates system (Chapter Four) to allow an evaluation of the arguments presented in the
Green Paper. How appropriate was the Government's analysis of the problems with the
rates, in particular the problem of freeridership? Evidence is presented on who and where
paid the rates in the year before the poll tax was introduced for comparison with earlier
assumptions. In this chapter the Scottish revaluation protest is studied in greater detail
drawing upon local newspaper coverage from 1985. The concept of bargaining powers
and their distribution is introduced. The socio-spatial impact of the tax transition in 1989 is
explored in Chapter Five. The key question here is : what was the effect of this radical
shift in the interaction of the state and civil society between places and between
households ? Questionnaire survey evidence and the findings of an empirical analysis
across the Regional Electoral Divisions in urban Scotland are presented. These chapters
together study the different geography of two local taxes.

The political and philosophical issues introduced in this opening chapter are then
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addressed with reference to the framework considered in the previous section on public
choice influences. Pluralist models of public choice theory identify alternative means of
resolving the contests facing civil society (Pinch 1985). Hirschmann applied the scheme in
research on decision-making responses of companies. Its traditional pluralist interpretation
is not supported here since it is usually assumed that governments respond to the demands
of interest groups without systematic bias : in other words that the state assumes the role
of arbiter of political contests. Political outcomes in Britain may be unpredictable (the
introduction of the poll tax being a classic example) but they are hardly unstructured.
Nevertheless, the concept of alternative paths open to civil society in negotiating policy
responses with the state appears to be a useful one. 'Voice' and 'Exit' strategies are
focused on in separate chapters while 'Loyalty' (or resignation) paths are considered more
generally. Thus, in what directions did civil society move as it responded to the poll tax
specifically and the broader welfare reforms of the Thatcher governments ?

The public's 'voice' responses are studied in Chapters Six and Seven. The attitudinal

characteristics of how the poll tax was received are measured from questionnaire evidence.
Was the public divided in its attitudes on the fairness of the poll tax simply according to
whether they gained or lost (the egocentric or self-interest argument) or were sociotropic
considerations (based in principle) important ? Is the distinction sustainable ? How
meaningful are tax attitudes (and political attitudes in general) given the partisan
dealignment thesis ? The behavioural characteristics of the 'voice' reaction are pursued in
Chapter Seven, where the fundamental assertions of economic voting and improved local
accountability are tested. Firstly the pattern of local election behaviour under the rates is
studied. The Green Paper drew important conclusions about the nature of political bias
and fiscal exploitation : Chapter Seven addresses these questions by presenting evidence
for the first time on urban Scotland. The question following this is how did the newly-
constructed poll-taxed electorates respond in the first electoral test (in 1990) ? Was there
evidence of the new pattern of costs and incentives encouraging economic voting in
support of lower poll tax charges (in particular in Edinburgh where the average tax burden
increased considerably) ? Behind the electoral outcomes (again from the questionnaire and
aggregate spatial data sources), what evaluations were made in terms of blaming councils
or the Government for high taxation and in the value of local services against the tax
burden ?

The more radical 'exit' paths which Tiebout and New Right public choice interpretations
have emphasised were not appropriate for the poll tax. Yet, concepts of 'exit' are
significant in other ways. If 'voice' and certainly loyalty' strategies can be considered to
be pursued within the existing territory of state and civil society interactions, 'exit' has the
potential to change it. This territory is conceptualised as having a core (or edges) and a
periphery. If the core represents the most common means of resolving distributional
problems (i.e. within the welfare state, however that is changing), the edges are
'stretched' by exit tendencies. At one edge, Chapter Eight is concerned with the non-
payment response to the poll tax, where many exited from the new tax cost of local
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services if not from access to them. Others were 'pushed' further towards deregistration
with important consequences for the democratic process. Using group discussion data, the
complicated nature of the response within civil society (towards the non-payers) is
studied. This contrasts with the focus upon the anti-poll tax protest and the actors in the
non-payment campaign evident in the contemporary literature. What did non-payment
reveal about intra-civil society interactions ? At another edge, Chapter Nine considers in
broader terms how the poll tax as part of the Thatcher welfare project was consistent with
other policies in their encouragement of exit behaviour. In this sense, exit is defined as the
privatisation of welfare. What was the political significance for this project upon
individuals who were able to take advantages of incentives for private welfare and those
unable to ? How did the poll tax attempt to accelerate trends originating in the economic

sphere ? In summary, how far did the public support the consumerist reform of welfare
and democracy ?

These are the central research questions which follow from this introduction. The

argument begins by establishing the theoretical basis of the research subject and its
relationship with the methodology applied to pursue these questions.
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2. Research approaches : Theory and method

"...policy analysis must not just be technical or concerned with empirical analysis, but must also
lake the ideological roots of policy seriously, and subject them to cntical and philosophical analysis.

Such..... critique cannot be value-neutral." (Hepple 1989, p.388).

The intention in this chapter is to explain the approach to the research subject in terms of
theoretical perspective and methods applied. The emphasis is upon the methods used to
collect primary (original) data, although these must be considered relative to the wider
methodology. The positioning of this chapter in the thesis is deliberate, since it is valuable
to set out at this stage the means by which the research was approached. Some issues of
fundamental importance need to be addressed before the argument about the poll tax
experience can progress. The title of this chapter and its structure suggest two dimensions
to the research approach, one concerned with theoretical or philosophical judgements (the
first section) and the other considering the value of alternative methods, how and why they
were chosen or not chosen (the following sections). This distinction would also earn
legitimate criticism if it were pursued any further. However, the dichotomy is only
sustained for the purpose of organisation. No separation of theory and methods is justified
since their relationship should be one of interaction (not one-way) and dynamic (as
theoretical judgements suggest ways of inquiring, the use of methods should relate back to
existing and new theories). The structure in this chapter is chosen to assist explanation.

2.1 Politics, Theory and Research

The highly politicised nature of the poll tax policy, in how it was planned, implemented
and received, means that the discussion of theoretical approach needs to be clearly set out.
This will involve making reference to the established debate about objectivity and
subjectivity and related ideas about academic neutrality. Many of the arguments are familiar
but they will be interpreted to demonstrate how they have influenced this research. In
particular the role of the researcher will be addressed in terms of my own position on the
research subject and motivation for conducting this project. Following this the focus will
be on how a set of methods was developed that was considered appropriate. Both the
empirical and qualitative methods used will be explained and the important distinction
between the means and the ends of a method will be introduced. Some of the practical
issues arising during the fieldwork are also assessed. Finally, the style of writing in this
chapter is somewhat different from the other chapters. The argument is based sometimes
on personal reflections on the research and uses language to reflect this. This is not
intended as an addition to the debate about whether the first person singular is appropriate
in research writing. Payne et. al. (1981) discuss autobiographical styles of research
reporting for example. A style which may depart from the remainder of the thesis has been
chosen only to reflect the unusual nature of the theoretical / methodological account.
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The quote introducing this chapter is an ironic choice. It is an extract from one of the few
attempts by a political geographer to investigate the political origins of the poll tax and
establish a normative basis for analysis. In other words Hepple's approach is distinctive
not only because he offers a justification (and some support) for the poll tax project, but
because he argues that any analysis in this field must engage with political theories in the
terms in which they are applied. If as Hepple asserts (1989, p.387) "public choice theory
is the implicit ideology" of the original poll tax debate (in the 1986 Government Green
Paper), then research on the poll tax must confront its theoretical assumptions (meaning
recognise and interpret, not necessarily 'confront' in the sense of opposition). The quote
is ironic because, as will become clear, Hepple's position on the poll tax is one that I
disagree with. Nevertheless his comment is relevant because it has implications for how
research into political decision-making should be approached and, as importantly, how the
researcher does or does not make that approach clear.

The view that the researcher needs to define the normative assumptions informing the
research itself is supported here. Thus, criticism of existing theories is probably necessary
but not enough : a theory of how a problem should be resolved not only how it has been
experienced is also needed, similar to the need to define a 'world view'. In addition to
Hepple identifying the failure of human geographers to engage in political practice, Smith
(1989) states that "the most problematic aspect....is a detachment from political theory and
practice at a time when the boundaries between civil society and the state are being
radically realigned" (p.144). Although such explicit views have only recently been
expressed in human geography, the arguments have been more common in other social
science disciplines (particularly sociology). This 'detachment’ from active involvement in
the policy field has been considered to lead to an imbalance towards ‘unconnected
research’ (i.e. unconnected from the realities of everyday experience, Payne et. al. 1981).
Thus sociologists (and human geographers if accounts as diverse as those of Hepple and
Smith are a guide) ought to explain why policies are problematic and attempt to change
them through the use of knowledge : "This will force ..... a clarification of (the
researcher's) own political and moral values" (pp.156-157) whatever these values happen
to be.

The nature of this research topic has brought many of these issues into focus, although
they are relevant to many studies of public policy. Reference to the wider debates about
objectivity, subjectivity and academic neutrality is useful at this stage. This illustrates that
the choice of methods may reveal much more about underlying theoretical approaches. The
objective - subjective debate has commonly revolved around alternative practices
(methods), the distinction being taken as equivalent to empirical and qualitative, hard and
soft methods and, still worse, rigorous - non-rigorous or academic - non-academic.
Although this suggests a stronger degree of polarisation than is now likely it does convey a
sense of the erroneous associations often made. In Chapter Three a similar set of
equivalent terms is considered around geographical scales of analysis and whether these
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infer 'concrete' or 'abstract' research.

It would be more accurate to argue that methods conceal theoretical approaches in many
instances. Geography's engagement with quantification from the late 1960s pushed
forward a trend which was long-evident in the social sciences towards the pursuit of
academic respectability (objectivity) through empirical techniques. If knowledge was
worth having it ought to be verifiable. What is of interest is not the methods in themselves,
although productive debate along these lines has often been neglected. Instead it is the
assumptions brought by many empirical researchers, that through an appropriate method a
form of neutrality was attainable, that are of most interest. Payne et. al. (1981) summarise
their argument about how quantitative approaches are likely to be regarded as scientific by
referring to earlier work by Habermas : "hard methods count as science and so have
ideological value" (p.151). This could imply "value" for research funding bodies,
politicians, decision-makers - anyone who requires evidence in the form of 'proof’ within
the tight limits imposed by time and money. Results count, not how they were reached or
failed to be reached. Many examples are available demonstrating that value-free objectivity
was the goal in much social science research with the assumption being that a reality
existed to be studied and that the researcher's task was to communicate the nature of reality
without the bias of personal values intervening. Ironically, it was the lack of quantification
in political geography that prompted Berry's familiar “moribund backwater' description in
1969. By 1982 however, it seemed that political geography was struggling to
accommodate those political questions and theories that were considered appropriate :

"The paradox to emerge is that a ‘political geography without politics’.... has evolved to become the most
‘apolitical’ part of human geography " (Taylor 1982, p.16).

As the previous paragraphs indicate, human geographers more recently were still urging a
more thorough engagement with politics.

One way of moving beyond the appearance of a false dichotomy between empirical and
non-empirical research and to reach a position that can be a basis for this research is to
draw the distinction between an empirical method and empiricism as a philosophical
approach. Thus it is not so much the Aow of research that is definitive but the why.
Quantitative data can be collected for a diversity of projects, but the use made of them is
the key issue. Empirical enquiry is not necessarily a route to empirically-grounded theory.
This begins to fragment the unhelpful equations referred to earlier as well as make more
demands on the researcher. It becomes more important to specify how choices of method
reflect theoretical positions. At this stage the argument does not attempt to prejudge which
methods will be appropriate for the subject being studied. Instead the aim is to highlight
some of the taken-for-granted assumptions about research approaches. The issues at stake
are contestable rather than conforming to categories or rules. Quantitative approaches
cannot be neutral or value-free because they still involve the researcher's judgements as to
how 'the real world' relates to theoretical descriptions and how categorisations developed
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as measurements fit reality. Empirical techniques for social sciences can only be better or
worse ways of seeing the relevant issues. This is not a criticism of the methods themselves
(although an appreciation of the limits to any method is always justified). Instead it is a
blow to the concept of attaining objectivity in social science research.

To take the argument further, during the course of this research the distinction between
‘neutral’ and 'objective' on one hand and 'rigour’ and 'academic’ on the other has become
clearer. This is undoubtedly the result of the research subject, but it is probably a
distinction learned quickly in many areas. The poll tax policy was set in such a dynamic
and politically-charged context that it would be simply implausible to assume a neutral
position. In the intentions of the policy-makers, its fiscal impact and its wider implications,
outcomes were rarely objective, value-free or neutral. Whether a rigorous approach to
research is achieved depends not on the ability to see merit in all sides of an argument, but
on how appropriate a method is to the research questions, how it was applied and how the
written account analyses the data. The pursuit of research neutrality is rejected as a method
and as a philosophy because of the nature of social worlds. The uncertainties of human
behaviour certainly include the researcher, the researched and their interactions : these
cannot be substituted in favour of the assumed orders of scientific prediction (Fletcher,
quoted in Payne et. al. 1981, p.185). Above all when the issues concern political
behaviour, empiricism (as distinct from empirical method) is inappropriate. To return to the
argument of Hepple and of Smith, they are not entirely accurate when they imply that a
political focus is often absent. In fact the attempt to legitimise work as value-free (even if
the attempt is genuine) is in itself a political project, since research findings either support
or challenge an existing status quo. That these issues are not referred to explicitly does not
lend an apolitical nature to the work. Thus geographical research has been political in one
sense or another dealing with the issue that both writers want to see confronted (again
from their different perspectives).

In this research there is no claim to be value-neutral. The approach is critical in that a major
public policy 'problem’ is identified and a range of qualitative and empirical methods are
drawn upon to build an argument and develop it beyond the position in the early stages of
the research. Thus the aim was to conduct research in an exploratory sense not only in
terms of testing known theories. The distinction between the means and the ends of a
method is referred to in the application of methods and in the stages of analysis.

To conclude this opening discussion of theoretical approach, the main normative or
'world' view is that experiences and events are constructed relative to the analysts's own
perspective. The social world offers not one verifiable truth but many truths for those
interpreting it. In other words the analysis of events in this thesis is a product of my own
approach : the position I started from and the way in which experiences have been
prioritised. The position of the researcher to the research is acknowledged without moving
towards the autobiographical accounts discussed by Payne et.al. (1981). The point is not
particularly profound but it does need to be emphasised. The broad approach to this study
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is probably best summed up by stating that over three years are spent on one research
project. That is because the researcher is motivated to say something meaningful, not
‘neutral.’

The aim in developing a research methodology is to match the practice with the research
questions and the theoretical perspective from which they are posed. This implies a
necessary preliminary stage of planning how the questions are to be asked in practical
terms, but this should not give the impression that a method plan was developed and
applied in a straightforward manner. Two reasons are given to explain this point. Firstly
the original research questions changed during the early stages of the work requiring
obvious changes in the method of analysis. The original intention was to investigate local
authority decision - making, particularly how councils responded to the new pressures of
local accountability considered to favour lower spending and taxing policies. It is difficult
to know if the research plans associated with this subject would have changed had this
question been pursued, but it is probable that a more empirical approach would have been
taken. Other research was already being undertaken in this direction at the time (although
not specifically from a geographical perspective, Midwinter and Monaghan 1993 for
example). This partly influenced the decision to change the research questions, but the
main reason was that my own interests changed as alternative sides of the debate (and new
theoretical and methodological possibilities) became familiar. Thus the main concern
became how civil society responded to the poll tax in terms of intra-society (between
people) and civil society - state interactions. Alternative methods as ways of
communicating with a different 'audience' were needed.

In other words the decision to focus upon the public’s response to the various strands of
the poll tax debate had implications for the ‘how’ of the research (the methods considered
appropriate). The research questions introduced towards the end of the first chapter are
related to those developed at an early stage of the project. An interest in how the poll tax
experience was encountered where power was held unevenly (central government and
local government. but also different groups of the public and in different places) was a
continuous theme. On the other hand more detailed questions emerged during the research
beyond these very general ideas. What became apparent were the contradictions and
ambiguities in the policy process, in attitudes and in behaviour : the ‘story” of the poll tax
is only partly represented if it is cast as one of a uniformly unpopular tax which offended
against a shared sense of fiscal justice. The significance of qualitative approaches therefore

grew.

This chapter is concerned with how the research was conducted, although it is important to
bear in mind that the methodology did not form itself. At each stage research decisions
were made (which are open to criticism) and the methodology which emerged was not
inevitable. As an example of the approach which might have been taken, the postal
questionaire which is discussed in the next section could have formed the only primary
source of information if a sample had been drawn to represent central Scotland rather than
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a target group of Districts. A second wave survey could have been conducted by using a
new questionnaire with the same sample to consider changes in attitudes following the
dramatic political changes of late 1990 and early 1991. Alternatively the research might
have concentrated mainly on the group discussions (also explained in this chapter) by
pursuing an in-depth approach rather than using once-only groups. Instead the
methodology was closer to one of ‘multiple strategies’ which I hope to demonstrate were a
strength rather than a compromise. The point to be made here is simple and significant :
because alternative ways exist for researching the same questions, choices have to be
justified.

The second reason explaining why this research was not able to apply the original plan
relates to the nature of the subject. The timetable for the research corresponded to the
lifecycle of the poll tax itself. by accident (since at the beginning of the study there seemed
to be little prospect of the tax being rejected by the Government that had implemented it).
Given the dynamic nature of the political debate surrounding the tax and the intensity of
public interest, the aims of the research had to be changed and updated to take account of
emerging priorities. Practical means of 'shooting a moving target' were required. By the
end of the research the focus was closer to an historical account of the policy's planning,
implementation, impact and abolition rather than a contemporary policy study. These
changes had implications for the research participants as well as the practicalities of
sustaining the project. Therefore it will be important to consider the problems encountered
in the fieldwork and how they were resolved or failed to be resolved. Arguments critical
of research reports which neglect the problems of organisation and inter-personal
difficulties should not be dismissed. There is a strong temptation to present results and
conclusions without mention of the post-hoc rationalisations made, the inconvenient data
that were omitted and the processes of judgement and interpretation inevitable during a
three year study. These amount to a "conspiracy of silence" according to some (for
example Payne et. al. 1981, p.182). There should be space to explain how the fieldwork
related to the original plans for fieldwork without being self-indulgent or concealing the
main problems. If research findings are to have any value for others, a useful starting point
is to confirm that theoretical and practical difficulties are usual.

A method plan was developed but this did not correspond exactly to the methods actually
used in the fieldwork. These emerged during the research process as new questions arose
and expectations changed on the basis of early findings. The main part of this chapter now
considers the use of two research methods in collecting the main primary sources of data.
These can be distinguished as empirical and qualitative methods based on a questionnaire
survey and group discussions. A judgement on how the methods informed the analysis is
reserved until a later stage. The emphasis here is on why these methods were chosen and
how they were used. For parts of the analysis, the explanation is more detailed than might
otherwise be judged necessary. Some of the arguments might usually appear as footnotes
in tables and in appendices, although this tends to make assumptions about sampling or
question wording which are not always appropriate. Given the problems of attitude
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measurement on issues of taxation and public spending, especially in such a highly
politicised subject area, reservations about a detailed discussion at this early stage have
been set aside. This confirms that decisions on how to write about the research are
important as well as the ‘core’ decisions about how to conduct it.

2.2 The postal questionnaire survey.

In this section the justification for a postal questionnaire method is advanced followed by a
detailed study of the questionnaire design, concentrating on the purpose of the questions
and the choice of wording used. The sampling and distribution strategies are then
considered including the relevance of piloting, targeting and bias. The reasons for
conducting the questionnaire in two waves are also discussed.

The postal questionnaire method (or mail survey as much of the literature calls it) has
become more common in geographical research and the social sciences over the last fifteen
years (Feitelson 1991) reversing a longer-term trend away from the method. Increasing
costs of research in terms of time and finance may make this method a valid alternative to
in-person interviews, although in the case of this research a postal survey was used in

addition (as a lead-in) to group discussions. Much of the recent debate has concentrated on
specific ways of improving response rates in an effort to overcome the assumption of
many geographers that the method is unable to provide an adequate coverage of most target
populations. Some of these arguments are referred to but the more general characteristics
of conducting questionnaire surveys by post are discussed first.

The major advantage of the method lies in its potential to gain access to a wide population
quickly (if 2 comprehensive sampling frame is available). There are clear advantages to
distribution by post in terms of saving time over a door-to-door survey or interviewing
with a questionnaire in a public place (the street corner market research interview). This
was a key consideration. Due to the politicised nature of the subject and its ability to
generate strong reactions, a method which did not require personal contact at this stage
was preferred. Again the dynamic quality of the research issues meant that a method of
collecting data within as short a period of time as possible was required (to allow
comparability of responses without a significant time factor intervening). With the possible
exception of projects able to fund a number of interviewers simultaneously, a trade-off will
be needed between the desire to retain control over data collection - suggesting a method
which is time- and labour-intensive - and the reality of project constraints. Using a postal
questionnaire allowed potential respondents to at least receive the questionnaire at the same
time and it also had the advantage of releasing time for other tasks to be continued (in
particular the lengthy process of collecting secondary data for the sample of urban electoral
divisions from many local authorities). Moreover from a practical point of view, the
question of access is important since an alternative approach like door-to-door interviewing
is likely to have been more frustrating. In many households the poll tax caused great
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suspicion. A door-to-door interviewer may have been a reminder of poll tax canvassers
during the registration period (in April 1988) and being asked a number of sensitive
questions about a tax which may not have been paid would have created problems (of
refusal for example). Had such interviews taken place some extremely valuable insights
may also have been gained through the comments which are often volunteered.
Nevertheless the suspected drawbacks were more important in choosing the survey
method faking the subject into account.

Related to the terms of access of a postal questionnaire (no personal contact; the
interviewer does not enter the research relationship by being at a respondent's home and
matching faces to names), further advantages might arise from the anonymity or
confidentiality afforded. (In fact these characteristics are not necessarily synonymous. In
this research, as will be seen, the questionnaires guaranteed confidentiality but not
anonymity). People have more time to consider their responses and ensure that they have
interpreted questions as they think to be correct than in the case of face-to-face surveys.
With that method an obligation may be felt to give an answer (any answer) quickly to
avoid appearing uninformed. In my own experience as a participant rather than a
questioner in street-corner and telephone surveys, I have given answers that would have
been different if more time was available. Often the impression is that the interviewer's
thoughts are on the next interview. This is not surprising. but it is likely to affect the
accuracy of responses.

Finally this method was preferred because it introduces a degree of standardisation (the
written as opposed to the spoken method) in the process of questioning. Although this will
not always be necessary (in less structured interviewing for example) it may be an
advantage for a questionnaire method. Above all when some of the questions relate to
particularly sensitive or controversial issues, standard question forms are useful. An
argument can also be made that this offers a degree of a degree of privacy for the
respondent to provide more candid answers than would be forthcoming through
interpersonal contact. This is more likely in response to closed than open-ended questions
where the respondents are not required to use their own words (Feitelson 1991). Again it
is stressed that this is only one approach to the issue of sensitive questioning, one which is
considered appropriate for a postal questionnaire. As will be discussed in greater detail,
group discussions provided an alternative means to negotiate controversial ideas related to
the poll tax and the welfare state.

An evaluation of the disadvantages of the technique will be presented after the application
of the questionnaire has been considered. Some general drawbacks can however be
suggested. The element of standardisation referred to may be a weakness if the emphasis
of the questions is a poor reflection of the priorities held by the public. The researcher
loses control over who responds, meaning the usual problem of bias of respondents
relative to non-respondents but also meaning that the person who was sent a questionnaire
may not be the person who completes it. Different strategies for dealing with 'official’ mail
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occur in different households. Not only who responds but ~ow people respond may be a
problem. Questions may have double or unclear meanings and encourage respondents to
answer on the basis of different interpretations. Alternatively questions which seek factual
knowledge may be answered 'correctly’ because the participant had time to find answers
from someone else. These are issues of the extent of researcher control over the response
context (Glastonbury and MacKean 1991).

The central disadvantage in most discussions of postal surveys is that of low response
rates. Feitelson (1991) adopts an optimistic view based on personal experience by arguing
that if the subject of the questionnaire is salient enough and if a number of reminder letters
are sent as follow-ups, then mail response rates can be improved to a level where they do
not lag far behind those for interviews. He also distinguishes between response rate and
completion rate (responses among those contacted) and suggests that the prospects for mail
questionnaires are relatively improved because evidence suggests that it is in-person
interview response rates that have declined over the last twenty years. Most of the literature
is agreed that the salience of the questionnaire theme is the most important factor in
influencing a higher or lower response rate. Given that almost every adult had a poll tax
experience to base their attitudes on and that, at the time of the fieldwork. the poll tax was
clearly the issue concerning the public most, the salience qualification ought to have been
satisfied. Manheim and Rich (1986) introduce an important reminder that the focus on
response rates should be coupled with a concern for a demonstrated lack of bias in
responses. This qualification was acknowledged in the method adopted at this stage of the
research: a second wave of questionnaires was distributed in an attempt to correct the
known biases in response from the first wave, as well as to boost the overall number of
completed questionnaires. As some of the discussion implies, there should be considerable
scope for developing a questionnaire design that avoids those problems encouraging a low
and heavily biased set of responses and perhaps influence better responses. The starting
point is the questionnaire itself, in what it includes and how its purpose is communicated.

Deciding on the nature of the research questions to be addressed is only the first stage in
questionnaire design. A crucial factor is undoubtedly how questions are worded. The main
concern should be to maximise a response rate without controllable bias, requiring
unambiguous questions as well as care taken over the layout and the length of the survey.
There are conditions attached to the participation of even the more enthusiastic
respondents. In other words, every person who is sampled should be given the
opportunity to become a respondent. The covering letter accompanying the questionnaire is
also important (Appendix 2.2). In this section the emphasis is on how questions have been
worded and the type of answers they suggest or can accommodate, given that closed-
ended responses are typical.

With this method the attempt is to ask the questions which are most relevant to the public,

one which will tap opinions and attitudes rather than random responses provided simply
because a question has been asked. In addition, an appropriate range of responses is
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needed which will reflect the type of answers that come to mind when a participant is
replying. It is helpful to be realistic and appreciate that alternative questions are possible
(and some are better) and that the goal is a 'best fit' questionnaire. Nevertheless, this is
more likely to be approached if a piloting stage is used to test the original questionnaire and
if space is provided for open-ended responses and other comments. Some of the specific
choices and errors made in the poll tax postal questionnaire are considered.

(I) The actual answers of respondents should be accommodated

A difficult lesson to learn is that the researcher's view of events is not necessarily correct.
The danger with this survey method is that the 'world view' of the questioner as well as
her or his own words are imposed onto those of the respondent. One way to reduce this
bias is to accommodate a wide range of answers of respondents whether they are
convenient or not. One example concerns a question raised in Section Three of the survey,
referring to the conflict between local and central government over the reasons for local tax
inflation (Appendix 2.1). This was an important question under the domestic rates system
(Midwinter and Mair 1987) and continued or was exaggerated with its replacement tax.
Many questions posed in opinion polls have encouraged respondents to 'take sides’ by
attaching most of the blame for rates increases to either councils (for spending too much)
or central government (for its grant distribution policies). With the poll tax, a third source
of inflation due to non-payment emerged and public opinion was aware of it. Thus three
poll tax inflation factors were included in the questionnaire along with a short statement
describing the reasons why some people argued that they were important. Moreover the
type of answers possible was different from previous survey work because of a suspicion
that the 'either / or' format tended to channel people towards one side or another where a
more detailed set of opinions existed. Both tiers of government might be blamed by some
people, equally or to a different extent. If this was the case, changing the construction of
the question - "to what extent has each factor been important ?" - and the answer may
assist greater accuracy and encourage respondents who have genuine difficulties with
either / or questions to remain interested in the survey. Thus the answers were scaled
rather than categorised (from 'very important' to 'not important') and produced a pattern of
responses which could not have emerged through the traditional format (see Chapter Seven
for an analysis). The point to take from this is that question construction is an attempt to
reflect real attitudes, but it may be a better or worse reflection.

Following from this, answers such as 'Don't know' or 'Not applicable' are often relevant
and they should be shown to be acceptable. It is tempting but risky to omit such responses
in a questionnaire, to encourage people to make a choice. It is an error which was made a
number of times in this postal survey. Some questions will encourage a high proportion of
'don't know' responses because of lack of knowledge or a belief that a question is not
relevant. In other examples a poor choice of available answers may have the same effect.
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Omission of these responses in the analysis is a different question but this too may be a
high-risk decision. During the 1992 General Election campaign in Britain, polling
organisations were criticised for failing to predict the election result. A more careful
interpretation of the relatively large proportion of the electorate stating that they were
undecided about how to vote or refused to answer would have revealed that these groups
held the key to the outcome.

(II) Questions which 'suggest' responses should be avoided.

Loaded questions, addressed in a partisan way for example, that implicitly suggest
'correct' answers are an important source of bias. One example of this was identified
during the piloting stage and was amended in the questionnaire format actually used. The
original question dealing with the controversial issue of how to respond to poll tax non-
payment was worded :

" The SNP has called for councils not to collect money from those who have not paid their poll tax vet.

This means that the Government would be asked to provide the money owed. Are you in favour of this 7"

At the time of the pilot (May 1990) the SNP was the only political party advocating the
policy although the Anti-Poll Tax Federations also campaigned in support. As it stood the
question could have been included, but it would not have been clear on what basis answers
would have been given. Would respondents answer according to their opinions on the
SNP or the policy itself ? This is an example of the "loaded referent” discussed by
Glastonbury and MacKean (1991) in which responses are often pre-judged because of
attitudes to the referent (the political party in this case). Since the aim was to establish
whether the idea of an amnesty for non-payers was supported or not, the question was
changed to read " Some people have called for....."

(III) Establish the connections leading to present responses.

A questionnaire collects factual or attitudinal data, both of which can change over time. It
represents a glimpse into some of the characteristics of the social world at the time of the
survey. More specifically it is important to appreciate that people have past experiences to
draw upon as well as contemporary opinions and prospective thoughts. To interpret some
issues then, a time element must be introduced. One question in the survey asking if
respondents had changed how they vote (or intended to) because of the poll tax policy was
included in its own right to judge the extent of direct electoral change, but also to qualify
other conclusions. On the basis of other questions a respondent might be classified as a
poll tax 'winner' and a Conservative Party voter. A causal relationship should not be
assumed though, since political behaviour before the tax was introduced is also relevant.
In many cases the poll tax impact affirmed existing electoral preferences rather than
changed them for the central Scotland population studied here at least.
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(IV) Vanation in the style of questioning

The format of the questions was varied in the survey to reflect their different emphases.
The main exception to the standard form of direct questioning was included in Section Five
of the questionnaire where a number of statements were provided and respondents were
asked to indicate how far they agreed or disagreed, or whether they were undecided. Thus,
nine quotes were used as attitude prompts dealing not only with issues specific to the poll
tax ( "Everyone uses local services so everyone should have to pay towards their cost" for
example) but how people related to other people and interpret their motives ("Most of the
opponents of the poll tax want something for nothing") and how they related to the state
and its law-making powers ("If people disagree with this law in principle they should have
the right to break it"). Responses to these quotes were used to construct a function of
public reaction (see Chapter Six) similar to the method discussed by Manheim and Rich
(1986).

Apart from varying the style of questioning in the attempt to hold the participant's interest,
the method was deliberately chosen as a means of raising some controversial issues (some
of which prompted a highly polarised response) in a non-leading way. Each quote was
used in a way that would focus attention on its content rather than on who it was attributed
to. The introduction to Section Five simply asked participants "to respond to a number of
statements made about the poll tax during the last year." The implication was that other
people had made the statements. The quotes were direct or indirect opinions of local
politicians, Members of Parliament, anti-poll tax campaigners and people motivated to

write letters to newspapers on some aspect of the tax. None of the sources were identified
on the questionnaire however .

(V) The problem of the 'fiscal connection'

"Fiscal preferences are not deep-seated attitudes : they may be created specially for the doorstep interview

jointly by interviewer and interviewee." (Lewis 1982, p.49).

Questions about payment for services, tax burdens, which services to be delivered at what
level and concepts of value for money are extremely difficult to tackle - particularly using a
questionnaire - in ways that ask the appropriate questions and tap the relevant answers.
Research suggests that the public want more and higher quality services delivered by the
welfare state (Taylor-Gooby 1985; 1990), but there are fiscal conditions attached : often
more services are preferred at the same time (and among the same people) as tax cuts. This
leads Sears and Citrin (1985) to identify a 'something for nothing' tendency and others (in
particular Lewis 1982) to develop an argument about the weakness of appropriate fiscal

connections in the public mind. For these issues, question wording is crucial and small
changes in emphasis may reveal considerable differences in how people answer. The
classic example according to Lewis is to ask "Do you think you pay too much in taxes?"
Not only does the question fail to make any fiscal connection by neglecting to ask about
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what is received in return for tax payments, but it is loaded in the sense that it suggests the
answer is "yes." In the abstract taxes are unpopular.

On a number of occasions in the questionnaire the fiscal link between taxes as costs and
services as benefits is clarified. For example the question "Taking into account the services
provided by your councils, is your poll tax bill : reasonable, higher than necessary or
excessive (or don't know) ?" is an improvement on the wording that Lewis criticises
because it encourages a tradeoff judgement to be made. Nevertheless interpreting the
responses to these questions is still a difficult task. Judgements will be based on economic
self-interest, principles of fiscal justice, comparisons with other people (reference groups)
and past experience. and will be more detailed than the closed-ended responses provided in
the survey. The question assumes that people are aware of the services available from their
local authorities, that they are in a position to evaluate the levels of service delivery and that
intangible concepts such as quality and value for money are drawn upon. Similar answers
may be reached by people with different tax - service positions. Some may have judged
their bills to be reasonable in higher-taxed Edinburgh because the services available were
used frequently or were considered to offer good value or high quality. In lower-taxed
Eastwood (a suburban jurisdiction adjacent to Glasgow), a 'reasonable’ tax bill may have
implied simply a low tax bill because of different patterns of public service consumption.
Further, respondents who considered that they use few council services may therefore

have thought they should be taxed at a low level. In other words a distinction could be
drawn between sociotropic and egocentric evaluations, where attitudes reflect more than
individual-level judgements or those rooted in personal interest (Chapter Six continues this
idea in an analysis of broad poll tax attitudes).

Related to these issues is another tradeoff question which referred to the tax and service
balance :

"If you were asked to vote for a lower poll tax bill, even if this meant services had to be cut, or the same

poll tax bill and the same services as now, which would you choose 7" (Question 3g).

This question suggests a hypothetical local referendum along the lines proposed by the
first Thatcher administration as a public verdict on council rate increases in the early 1980s
(Lansley et. al. 1989). Although the idea was never put into practice, it has some use in the
research since it poses the central tax - service question that the poll tax was designed to
ask. (To be more accurate, the tax was intended to focus attention on the bill set by the
local authority more than encourage fiscal connections to be made. The question differs in
an important respect from the common opinion poll form by not offering a higher tax bill
option. In a referendum situation it is assumed that the public judges a local authority
budget which has already been adopted, including a tax level). Again the question hints at
the purpose of taxation by suggesting that a price would be paid through service cuts in
return for a tax reduction. However there are also problems of interpretation here since the
question is not properly 'costed’ in a specific sense : there is no indication as to which
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services would be reduced, often a crucial consideration for respondents in choosing their

answer.

In conclustion to this section on the method of communicating the research questions, the
nature of language used does make a difference. Some examples have been provided to
indicate typical problems and ways of overcoming them. Problems over the value of a
postal questionnaire to tap fiscal attitudes remain, especially if the position adopted by
Lewis in the earlier quote is accurate. In addition to problems of interpretation and
analysis, these will be considered at a later stage in the thesis.

The version of the questionnaire distributed to the chosen sample was the result of
amendments following a pilot stage. This has been described in terms of taking out
insurance on part of a research project which represents a large investment of time and
finance (Manheim and Rich 1986: Glastonbury and MacKean 1991). The draft
questionnaire, including a covering letter as an introduction and explanation, was
distributed to a small number of people (both acquaintances and unknown participants) in
order to provide comments on the clarity or vagueness of questions, their relevance, their
order and length and any omissions. The revised questionnaire was largely unchanged,
although amendments were made to some questions thought to be leading and the layout
improved. Some changes to the range of answers were required (to correct for omissions).
The order of questions remained the same - profile (demographic) questions were
positioned towards the end of the survey to postpone asking the routine questions until
after the more distinctive questions specific to the research subject had been posed. The
intention was to motivate respondents to remain interested and to avoid the suspicion
which may be associated with having to give personal details (and the connection with
official form-filling).

2.3 Conducting the survey

A central concern in discussing the research methods is with how they were put into
practice. This section looks at the practicalities of drawing a sample to correspond to the
appropriate population, distributing the questionnaires and follow-up reminders,
monitoring for bias and negotiating the problems arising at each stage.

(I) Who and where ?

The obstacle of finding a comprehensive population record for sampling with a postal
questionnaire method (Feitelson 1991) was not significant for this research. The electoral
register, maintained by the Regional Councils in Scotland, is updated annually and
includes the names and addresses of adults eligible to vote. There are inaccuracies caused
by multiple entries for the same person as well as omissions. There is also reason to
believe that its efficiency of coverage is declining particularly in urban areas characterised
by high population mobility where the register was already least accurate. Chapter Eight
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pursues these questions where the effects of the poll tax and non-payment on population
registers are considered. For the purpose of this chapter, it is enough to argue that the
electoral register is an imperfect but accessible means of drawing a sample of poll tax liable
adults.

Four samples were drawn from each of the local authority areas forming the focus of the
research (Chapter Three offers a justification and description of the areas) : Edinburgh,
Stirling, Inverclyde and Eastwood Districts. The total sample of 1000 adults was therefore
not intended to be representative of Scotland, but four sub-samples (each of 250 adults)
were to represent each local authority. Aggregate analysis is conducted to investigate the
inter-relationships in responses but emphasis is commonly on local relationships.
Questions of bias must be addressed in each area separately.

SAMPLE DIVISIONS IN STIRLING (Wallace, St. Ninians, Dounebraes)

LAB CON LIB SNP Others
1986 35.5% 29.0% 14.9% 20.6% *
(Bias) -23% +0.9% +1.7% 0.0% -03%
1990 36.5% 36.2% 4.1% 20.6% 2.5%
(Bias) +0.4% +1.5% +0.1% -0.1% - 2.0%
Average bias - 0.9% +1.2% +0,9% - 0.0% -1.2%

SAMPLE DIVISIONS IN EDINBURGH (Broughton / Inverleith, Murrayfield / Dean, Calton / Lochend,
Moat / Stenhouse, Prestonfield / Mayfield, Colinton / Firrhill)

LAB CON LIB SNP Others
1986 35.4% 34.6% 20.2% 7.7% 2.1%
(Bias) +1.3% +2.7% -4.3% - 1.8% +2.0%
1990 37.0% 36.6% 8.9% 13.0% 4.5%
(Bias) -0.7% +6.1% -4.3% -1.9% +0.8%
Average bias +0.3% +4.4% -43% -1.9% +1.4%

(Bias is measured as the difference between the party vote shares in the sample Divisions and at the District

level. * signifies no candidates)

Table 2.1 Regional election resuits in sample Divisions for Stirling and Edinburgh : political bias

compared with the District.
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Within each council area a random systematic sample was drawn using an interval
determined by electorate weightings, such that more populated wards were relatively more
represented. In an attempt to reflect the different nature of the Districts (not only in size but
in heterogeneity), different methods of area coverage were used. In Inverclyde and
Eastwood, the sample was drawn from across the entire District (twenty and twelve wards
respectively). In both Edinburgh and Stirling however, the samples were restricted to parts
of the District : twelve (of sixty two) and six (of twenty) wards were chosen as
representative of the Districts as a whole on the basis of their electoral behaviour in 1986

and 1990 (Table 2.1). The Edinburgh sample was based on two wards from each of the
city's six Parliamentary constituencies. The pattern of political support was considered to
be particularly uneven here and in Stirling in spatial terms. The District samples were thus
constructed for smaller areas and questionnaires concentrated in them. The intention was to
avoid distributing the survey throughout the Districts and risking spatial and political bias
on the basis of low-response areas returning a small number of questionnaires. This was
expected to be less significant in Eastwood and Inverclyde where electoral patterns were
judged as less uneven. In effect this represented a method of concentrating rather than
dispersing questionnaires. For this sample of 1000 adults the characteristics of a
representative sample (in spatial and political terms) for 1990 were used as a basis for
judging the extent of bias in responses. These questionnaires formed the first 'wave’ of the
survey, complemented by a second 'wave' of 400 additional questionnaires used to correct
for first wave patterns of spatial bias and to boost the total number of replies.

(II) Making contact

Sometimes under-emphasised, but nonetheless a vital element in making contact with the
potential respondents, is the covering letter sent out with the questionnaire. Some people
receiving the mailing would immediately decide whether or not to participate; others would
be open to persuasion if the subject of the study could be demonstrated as relevant to them
and if other conditions were addressed (Glastonbury and MacKean 1991).

In addition to the poll tax survey, an introductory letter was sent explaining the purpose of
the study and requesting assistance with it. The letter established that the recipient had been
chosen at random from the voters’ roll (the initial reactions are commonly to ask "why
have I been sent a questionnaire ?" and "where were my name and address taken from ?").
It is important to try to overcome feelings of suspicion by including a guarantee that
answers are confidential and that there is no requirement to provide identifying details on
the questionnaire. This was in fact a carefully-worded example of 'deception'. It did not
amount to a guarantee of anonymity because the questionnaires were coded : there was no
need for respondents to identify themselves because this was already done. The
justification for this will be discussed under the third point in this section. There was an
attempt to anticipate the main questions which recipients might have had as well as my
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answers to them designed to overcome reluctance to take part in the survey. A telephone
number was provided to reassure anyone with more detailed questions : two people
contacted me to ask for replacement copies of the questionnaire. It was also stressed that
there was no obligation to reply nor any cost incurred in doing so (a prepaid envelope was
enclosed). In summary, the covering letter is the means by which the researcher has to
encourage interest to at least continue reading and develop a degree of trust and
commitment to the study to match the demonstrated degree of interest in the subject of the
study. There is neither time nor space available for lengthy explanations in the survey.

The problem of biased responses is well-established, particularly bias towards the more
interested and motivated sections of the public. In one study (Feitelson 1991), early replies
to a mailed questionnaire reflected the greater salience of the subject for those respondents.
Thus it is important to encourage those who lack confidence in expressing opinions or
who feel they are not sufficiently knowledgeable to participate. To stress the point again :
the aim is to give every questionnaire recipient real opportunities to become respondents.
This is not simply a matter of distributing the survey. On the covering letter, the point was
emphasised that even if recipients had little interest in the subject of the survey their
opinions would still be of value. Public opinion includes the disinterested as well as the
motivated, the non-aligned as well as the partisan.

(IIT) Monitoring for spatial bias

The survey was not strictly anonymous. Although no results at the individual level were
communicated to anyone, respondents were identified from the code on each returned
questionnaire in order that an accurate list of non-respondents could be maintained. This
may raise important ethical questions, but the central guarantee of confidentiality between
the researcher and the respondent was not broken. The purpose was to send reminder
letters to non-respondents and to target them effectively towards actual non-respondents.
In other words the reminder letter thanked all those who had replied, but in theory this
should not have been applicable. It also asked those who had not yet responded to do so if
possible (although without specifying a deadline). It was not made clear that the letter was
only being sent to non-respondents. Manheim and Rich (1986) discuss the advantages of
being able to identify who and where contributes to low or biased responses and then
sending reminders. There is strong agreement that additional mailings are important in
improving the pattern of replies. They also argue however that overall response rates can
be enhanced by avoiding identification marks on the questionnaire. It is difficult to assess
the effect of the identifying codes used in this research. Only one respondent returned a
(completed) questionnaire with the code deleted and none of the sample expressed a
complaint or query. It is not known how many people objected to the code and for that
reason failed to participate, but it is unlikely that this was a significant reason for non-
response. (The code was also discretely positioned aside the District and Regional Council
names in Section Two of the survey where it may have been seen as an area code had it
been noticed). Lack of interest in the subject, lack of time or simply suspicion and
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opposition to the 'breach of privacy' represented by the survey are more likely factors for
non-response.

The cost advantage of being able to target the reminder letter (sent three weeks after the
original mailing) was the main reason for including identification codes. It is worth noting
that in Inverclyde, the widely-read Greenock Telegraph newspaper carried two articles
about the survey including a report on the reminder letters being sent out at that time. This
first wave of the survey, conducted between August and October 1990, produced a biased
sample and a lower number of questionnaires than was anticipated (Table 2.2). Partly for
these reasons a second wave distribution of 400 additional questionnaires was planned to
take account of the existing unevenness in responses.

(IV) Targeting the second wave

November 1990 was a time of dramatic political events in Britain when Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher resigned and her successor (and the other leadership challengers)
pledged to review the poll tax. Although the timing of the leadership contest was
stimulated by the Thatcher approach to Europe, it was widely accepted that the poll tax was
the major domestic issue causing disquiet in the Conservative Party. In itself this merits a
separate study which will not be pursued. Nevertheless it did provide a further justification
to draw a new second sample for the questionnaire (in the same areas). The local samples
were weighted carefully such that the second distribution targeted the areas of lowest
response most heavily. (In contrast a number of wards approaching their expected quota
on the first wave received few or no questionnaires in this second wave). The number of
letters returned undelivered was considerably higher than for the previous distribution : the
electoral register was by this time almost one year old and many household movements
had occurred but were not yet recorded. The number of undelivered letters on the first
wave was exceptionally low, probably supporting Feitelson's (1991) contention that actual
non-deliveries are higher than known mail returns.

Following a further reminder letter (in early December 1990), the total number of
completed questionnaires along with the response rates were as shown in Table 2.3 (by the
end of January 1991) disaggregated by the regional electoral divisions sampled in each
District. The response rate for the second wave of the survey was lower than before
(34.5% compared with 37.2% on the first wave), although this concealed a small increase
in Eastwood and substantially lower rates in Stirling and Inverclyde. It is difficult to judge
what effect this had until the unevenness of the second distribution is itself considered.
Lower response rates reflect the nature of the second wave, targeted towards those areas
already exhibiting lowest rates of response and in that the timing (with Christmas
approaching) was less conducive to a higher rate of interest (although Miller 1988 argues
that this time of year is usually outwith election campaign periods and may be useful for
measuring political attitudes uninfluenced by such dramatic events). Moreover the political
context had been unusually turbulent during the previous months, the strength of concern

39



EASTWOOD

Eastwood North
Eastwood South

EDINBURGH

Colinton / Firrhill
Prestonfield / Mayfield
Broughton / Inverleith
Murrayfield/ Dean
Moat / Stenhouse
Calton/ Lochend

INVERCLYDE

Inverclyde West

Port Glasgow / Kilmacolm

Greenock South West
Cartsdyke

STIRLING

Dounebraes
Wallace
St. Ninians

TOTAL

39.6% (99)

40.8%
37.6%

36.8% (92)

43.5%
41.5%
39.0%
34.9%
35.0%
20.5%

34.0% (85)
46.7%
36.8%
28.6%
15.7%
38.4% (96)
43.1%
35.6%
34.3%

37.2% (372)

Table 2.2 First wave response rates by District and

Electoral Division.
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over the poll tax and its profile as the dominant political issue in Britain began to lessen,
for some people at least, with Mrs. Thatcher's resignation.

After a first look at the basic characteristics of the responses, the second wave appears to
have been ineffective in producing a sample with less bias (Table 2.3). The range in
response rates between Districts and between Divisions within them remained large
(increasing to 10% between Eastwood and Inverclyde and remaining higher than 30%
between the Divisions with most and least participation). However the actual response
rates are no longer the critical measure in assessing the pattern of responses after the
second wave distribution, because the local sample sizes became more uneven. Thus
equivalent rates of response in two Divisions, sent a different number of questionnaires to
reflect their first wave differential responses, will result in a different number of returned
questionnatres. Instead the important factor is to what extent spatial bias within each
District exists after two waves. To measure this, the 'weightings' of each Division
according to their share of the District (or District sample) electorate are compared with the
actual share of responses in the District. These figures (shown in Table 2.4) suggest the
corrective distribution was successful in encouraging local response patterns which more
accurately reflected the balance of the electorate. Thus, although the response rate in the
east Edinburgh Division of Calton / Lochend was just 29%, this yielded a higher absolute
number of questionnaires than the five other areas sampled in the city, each with higher
response rates. Calton / Lochend received many more second wave questionnaires than the
other Edinburgh Divisions, reflecting its very low response rate. The effect was to raise
this area's share of the Edinburgh sample from only 9% to 19%, closer to its actual
electorate share in the sample of 16% (a smaller over-compensation). The degree of
imbalance between the composition of replies and the actual electorate composition was
reduced such that the number of Divisions deviating from the 'expected’ share of
questionnaires by 2% or less rose from three to six and the average deviation was almost
halved.

In Inverclyde District, Inverclyde West Division was over-represented by around 4% after
the second wave compared to 12% following the first wave; Cartsdyke Division, in spite
of its extremely low response rate, improved its share of Inverclyde replies from 9% to
14% (although still far below its expected share of 20%). In Eastwood, the North Division
remained over-represented among responses although this bias is less significant than
elsewhere since the District is divided into only two Divisions which are less
heterogeneous than in the other Districts. Finally the Stirling sample was a particularly
accurate representation of the its three Divisions after the second wave of the survey. At
this scale at least (the Electoral Division), the degree of spatial bias was largely reduced by
the 'corrective' concentration of additional questionnaires. The sources of bias which do
emerge are largely not located at this level : instead they are mainly the result of non-
sampling biases, not so much in terms of where responded (or failed to) but in the
characteristics of who responded (the individuals in those areas).
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EASTWOOD

Eastwood North
Eastwood South

EDINBURGH

Colinton / Firrhill
Murrayfield/ Dean
Broughton / Inverleith
Prestonfield / Mayfield
Moat / Stenhouse
Calton/ Lochend

INVERCLYDE

Inverclyde West

Port Glasgow / Kilmacolm
Greenock South West
Cartsdyke

STIRLING

Dounebraes
Wallace
St. Ninians

Questionnaires sent
Received

Returned undelivered
Refused

Potential contacted
Response rate

39.7% (127)

40.4% (67)
39.7% (60)

36.4% (133)

46.3% (25)
40.3% (25)
38.6% (22)
353% (18)
30.9% (17)
29.2% (26)

30.0% (114)

46.3% (38)
37.6% (35)
26.3% (25)
14.5% (16)

36.1% (121)

42.9% (51)
33.0% (36)
31.8% (34)

1400

500

25

5

1370
36.6%

Table 2.3 Responses to postal questionnaire survey
by District and Electoral Division (after the second

wave of the survey).
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Actual share Expected Bias

of District responses 1 share 2
EASTWOOD
Eastwood North 53.1% 49.8% . +3.3%
Eastwood South 46.9% 50.2% -3.3%
EDINBURGH
Broughton / Inverleith 16.5% 16.6% -0.1%
Murrayfield/ Dean 18.8% 17.2% +1.6%
Calton/ Lochend 19.5% 16.0% +3.5%
Moat/ Stenhouse 12.8% 15.7% - 2.9%
Prestonfield / Mayfield 13.5% 16.6% -3.1%
Colinton / Firrhill 18.8% 18.1% +0.7%
INVERCLYDE
Port Glasgow / Kilmacolm  30.7% 27.1% +3.6%
Cartsdyke 14.0% 20.4% - 6.4%
Greenock South West 21.9% 22.4% -0.5%
Inverclyde West 33.3% 29.7% +3.6%
STIRLING
Wallace 29.7% 30.9% -1.2%
St. Ninians 28.1% 28.2% -0.1%
Dounebraes 42.1% 40.8% +1.3%

(1) The number of questionnaires received by Division as a proportion of the District total.
(2) The expected share of responses based on the electorate weightings of each Division in 1990.
Thus, Cartsdyke in Inverclyde contributed 14% of questionnaire replies but 20% of the District's

electors were in that Division. This implies an under-representation of 6%.

Table 2.4 The distribution of responses relative to electorate after the second (‘corrective'’)

wave of the postal survey.
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(V) Monitoring for political bias

Beyond considering spatial bias, the political characteristics of the four local samples can
be assessed, given the importance of local political profiles in deciding on the sampling
strategy. Based on regional election results in 1990, the sample across all the local
authorities shows a small bias (around 3%) towards Conservative voters and away from
Labour voters. If the sample had been unbiased in the partisan sense there ought to have
been similar numbers of voters for the two largest parties. (This in itself confirms that the
sample aggregate is not meaningful as a representation of central Scotland politics, where
the Labour Party retained a large lead in terms of electoral support during the 1980s, with
the Conservatives being challenged for second place firstly by the Alliance parties and by
the SNP in the late 1980s and early 1990s). The evidence of Table 2.5 indicates that three
of the District samples are representative in political terms : a large Conservative lead in
Eastwood and a similar advantage for the Labour Party in Inverclyde are confirmed by the
responses, as is the closeness of party competition in Edinburgh. The proportion of
Liberal Democrat voters (and partisan identifiers) is surprisingly low in Inverclyde, where
the party traditionally polls strongly outwith its rural support bases in Scotland. The
sample suggests that the Liberal Democrat Party was only the fourth largest rather than in
second place in 1990 ahead of the SNP. The most striking partisan bias however emerged
in Stirling. In this District, the broad equivalence between Labour and Conservative voters
in terms of council seats and popular support District-wide and in the Divisions sampled
was not reflected in the pattern of responses. A Conservative lead of 30% resulted,
suggesting a 15% over-representation (and an under-representation of 15% for Labour
voters). The relative strength of the SNP in Stirling (at least in terms of the four sample
authorities, with 20% of votes in 1990) was not confirmed either. Although the bias in
spatial terms was slight after the two wave survey, considerable political bias emerged.

Eastwood Edinburgh Inverclyde Stirling
Labour 12% (16%) 39% (37%) 55% (53%) 21% (36%)
Conservative 58% (58%) 33% (37%) 12% (11%) 51% (36%)
SNP 14% (10%) 15% (13%) 17% (17%) 14% (21%)
Lib - Dem 9% (10%) 11% ( 9%) 10% (19%) 5% ( 4%)
Others 7% ( 5%) 3% ( 4%) 1% ( 0%) 9% ( 2%)

(Figures in brackets are actual party vote shares in the corresponding areas).

Table 2.5 Respondent voting preferences in 1990 by local authority : comparison with actual election
results.
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A clue to this problem appears to be based on a view of the figures at a finer spatial scale
(the District ward). In the two constituent wards of the St. Ninians Division for example,
response rates diverged significantly, at only 25% in Borestone (a safe Labour ward) but
closer to 40% in Torbrex (a marginal ward held by the Conservatives). To some extent this
reflects the corrective sampling strategy such that the ward shares of the total number of
returned questionnaires in Stirling are closer to the 'expected’ shares than these figures
firstly suggest. Torbrex is over-represented only by 3% and Borestone under-represented
by the same figure. Given that the divergence for the other wards is smaller, the answer to
the extent of political bias can hardly be explained by changing the spatial emphasis.
[nstead the bias must be largely at an undetectable level, between different individuals and
households. Why this should be so marked in Stirling - why the differential pattern of
motivation to respond should adopt such clear partisan dimensions - is difficult to account
for. While it is risky to analyse the sample's inter-relations at a level below the District (for
example the political profile of respondents in each Division) because of the greater risk of
sampling errors, clues may nevertheless be found in the strong Conservative bias of
respondents from the Dunblane wards (Dounebraes Division) and the under-representation
of Labour voters in Torbrex and Borestone (St. Ninians). This may suggest the pattern of
the bias if not an explanation for politically-divided responses and non-responses.

In Inverclyde District, Cartsdyke Division was significantly under-represented (including
the ward with by the lowest response rate in the entire sample), while Inverclyde West was
over-represented. If aggregate (spatial) bias corresponded to political bias, this might have
been expressed as an advantage for Liberal Democrat voters over Labour. In fact the
Inverclyde sample included more Labour voters than anticipated on the basis of 1990
election figures. Similarly in Edinburgh, spatial bias in responses (though small) did not
lead to political bias in any obvious way. It is possible that the types of area over-
represented in the city were different enough for political biases (if resulting from this
source) to cancel each other out. The conclusion then is that reducing the unevenness in
responses between different areas, by a second wave distribution targeted on the basis of
first wave responses, can help to achieve a sample with less detectable bias. Other sources
of bias based on the different characteristics of respondents (their levels of motivation;
their political attitudes) may be at first undetectable. They are much more difficult to
control but nonetheless are significant for one of the four local samples.

(VI) Some limitations

The main benefits of pursuing this questionnaire method have been discussed in addition
to some of the practical problems. For some tasks, the method can be endorsed as a real
alternative to other means of collecting data, provided that the qualifications introduced
here are considered. Some of the limitations of this method, and any method, should also
be appreciated.
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To return to the assertion that "Fiscal preferences are not deep-seated attitudes..." (Lewis
1982), a questionnaire method alone can only partly address the issue. It will be difficult to
assess how far responses are attitudes, opinions or unrooted answers to questions largely
unimportant to the respondent. Lewis suggests the use of qualitative approaches to these
research questions as one means of avoiding the imposition of the 'outsider's' perspective
and interpretation based on an inaccurate reading of questionnaire answers. Greater insight
into the way attitudes are structured (or unstructured) might be achieved through open-
ended questions as part of a survey method. Interviewing methods though are more likely
to reveal some of the qualifications, contradictions and shades of grey - the 'ifs', 'buts'
and 'don't knows' - which struggle to emerge from questionnaire responses. Greater
insight into the order of priorities held by the public can be reached through alternative
ways of inquiring. This questionnaire was used to inform the research issues raised in a
further stage based on Group Discussions and interviews with local political actors. The
second part of this chapter is concerned with the main qualitative approaches adopted to
advance the study of the poll tax reaction.

2.4 Group discussions as a qualitative approach

"Seeking the dimensions of the social world cannot be achieved only through survey research. Social
interaction is the subject of the study, not the constructs of artificial situations offered by the
researcher.”

(Robert Burgess 1984, “In the field”).

"In qualitative research, one explores the realities of everyday lives as they are experienced and
explained by the people who live them. Such research yields data in which subjective experience ...(is)
'grounded’ in the contexts of both time and place.”

(Jacquelin Burgess et. al. 1988a, p.310)

From different disciplinary perspectives, these thoughts on qualitative approaches to
research suggest that the task is ambitious and that the methods used must also be broad.
They are increasingly representative of the movement in human geography to draw upon
theoretical and methodological traditions from beyond the discipline. The significant
development has been the willingness to adopt new practices including making use of
psychoanalytic methods for example (Jacquelin Burgess and Stephen Pile are among those
human geographers commonly cited as working with intensive interview techniques and
interpretive strategies). The choices available as well as the research results can seem
bewildering. The assumed certainties related to many quantitative approaches no longer
provide reassurance. If there is any rule associated with new methodological approaches it
would be that there is no one correct way of using them (no 'solution'). Instead the
researcher will be required to experiment with research design, application and analysis
according to the nature of the questions. A starting point for this research is that a
qualitative approach - more than a qualitative method - involves a different way of
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inquiring, implying different means of sampling and wording questions for example as
compared with survey research. The spirit of the introductory quotes is supported here,
although a critical position as to the actual (rather than potential) value of interviewing is
maintained, involving an appreciation of how a group discussion method was practiced.
My argument is that the rigour and effectiveness of a method depends on how
appropriately it is used.

The qualitative stages of this research are justified in terms of some of the reasons already
mentioned. In one-to-one and group interview techniques, participants should have more
time to elaborate on their answers and to qualify the responses they may have been
channelled towards by a structured questionnaire. The researcher also has the opportunity
to clarify the themes for discussion, to influence how they are communicated and how they
are heard. It is possible to judge the mood of the participants : have the questions been
misunderstood or are they simply considered to be irrelevant (or at least that there are other
issues in need of more urgent discussion) ? The distinction between attitude and non-
attitude responses might then be traced. Moreover, participants are able to assert their
priorities using their own words and raise alternative questions omitted from the survey or
which have emerged since then. This advantage is stressed by Burgess et. al. (1988a,
1988b) : some approaches can encourage a 'democratising’ of the research process in that
participants are able to express themselves as they choose to. The discussions also have
the benefit of being contextualised. A cautionary note should be sounded here. It is
certainly true that some methods are potentially more democratic for the researched than
others, but a judgement on this depends on a definition of research democracy and
crucially on how the analysis is conducted (not just the fieldwork). This touches upon
issues of the power relationships involved in research and a recognition of the extent of the
researcher's attempt to control them. Following a consideration of the main qualitative
method for gaining new insights into the poll tax debate, some of its limitations will be
addressed.

The postal questionnaire invited respondents to participate in a "local evening discussion
later in the year" where there would be the opportunity to "talk about these issues with
other people” in their area at greater length. The vagueness of this original invitation
reflected my own uncertainty as to if and when the meetings would take place.
Nevertheless I was convinced that a qualitative approach to the research questions would
be needed, so the intention was to draw together a group of interested people who were
committed enough to at least have responded to the questionnaire.

One important issue that remained to be resolved was whether the groups would meet on a
number of occasions or only once. This distinction is emphasised by Burgess et. al.
(1988a) who explain the purpose and practice of "in-depth small group discussions” as
opposed to "once-only group interviews". The authors offer an enthusiastic endorsement
of the in-depth small group method used in their study of environmental values as part of
the Greenwich Open Spaces Project, tracing the links with psychoanalytic theory and
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group analysis. The emphasis in the groups convened in three areas in the Borough was
upon the development of the groups themselves, the nature of inter-personal relationships
and how the broad consensual views emerging in the first discussions became qualified
and more detailed across "the life of the groups" (1988b, p.475). The position of the
researcher should become less directive to the groups' agendas : "the uncensored and
largely uncontrolled conversation" is distinguished from the "researcher's 'logical’ funnels
and sequences of questions” as a key advantage of their method (1988b, p.475).

The group discussion approach chosen in this research should be contrasted with the in-
depth small groups method since the groups met only once. However the description of
the "once-only group interview" is not accurate either. The method is defined as one
involving once-only group discussions. Once-only groups need not mean that that
participants have time only to react in superficial ways by referring to well-established
attitudes without reflecting in greater depth on the issues being discussed (the central
purpose of the meetings). It may indeed "take time to explore beyond well-rehearsed
phrases..." (Burgess et. al. 1988b, p.466), justifying a longer-term approach to the
groups in the case of studying environmental values which are likely to be subconsciously-
held for many participants. With an issue like the poll tax however the degree of
politicisation and polarisation in the public debate - and the fact that it was already so well-
rehearsed - suggested that once-only groups would be able to move quickly beyond the
familiar issues to consider more conceptual matters as well as less obvious implications of
the tax. Moreover, the participation of prospective group members in the postal
questionnaire stage meant that many of these familiar issues had already been tackled :
once-only groups offered the chance to complement questionnaire findings without
duplication and without extending towards in-depth groups which would have been an
appropriate (and challenging) method to address a more 'subtle’ research question. In the
poll tax groups convened, the inter-personal relationships between members were less
important to the analysis than the substantive issues, although the interaction of ideas (and
therefore the definition as 'discussion’ not ‘interview') was very much the concern. Thus
the once-only groups represent a less ambitious research method than Burgess et. al.
adopted, but one which should have been more appropriate to the nature of the research
agenda.

2.5 Forming the groups : some practical issues.

Representativeness of participants relative to empirical measures of an area's characteristics
was aimed for with the postal questionnaire. Attempting to apply an empirical approach to
the qualitative method of group discussions would be a significant mistake, since it is not
so much the applicability of the research findings that is important (i.e. whether results can
be assumed to apply to other people in other places), but their reliability. In other words,
the research context - from sampling procedure to practice and analysis - should encourage
participation where people say what they want to say. Clearly, the researcher is a
considerable influence on how valid the findings will be.
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The group participants were not representative of the general public. As respondents to the
questionnaire in the first place they formed a biased section, higher in terms of interest and
motivation (or participative resources). As discussants, this bias was confirmed since
those with knowledge of the issues and the self-confidence to express that knowledge
among other people (and be prepared to identify themselves on the questionnaire) are
unusual. In terms of the discussions themselves this may have turned out to be an
advantage. On the other hand, a self-selection process of sampling may bring together
people who are very diverse in their attitudes and reasons for participating which could
result in practical difficulties of conducting group rather than sub-group discussions (for
example the need to avoid conversations developing between two members who know
each other). The group participants were not all recruited through self-selection. Each
person was invited to bring one other person to the meeting (an element of ‘snowballing’,
Stewart and Shamdasani 1990) and a more unusual method of increasing the membership
of one of the groups was decided on (discussed below).

One factor given separate attention in the literature on group discussions is that of paying
participants. On the questionnaire this issue was raised, but in deliberately vague terms :
"Some payment will be available to help people attend.” No figures were suggested at any
stage. In retrospect it might have been preferable to resolve this question as early as
possible. The tradeoff facing any researcher in this position is in attracting enthusiastic
respondents who will become active participants and avoiding those who would attend
only because they would be paid (and have less interest in the subject), while also allowing
participants to know that their contribution has been valued. An additional problem is
simply the financial one : costs of hiring venues for the meetings had to be met, leaving
little to compensate for expenses involved for travelling by participants. In this case those
who confirmed at a later date that they intended to come to their local meeting were offered
reimbursement of travel costs and refreshments. The cost of this ‘solution’ was uncertain.
However, participants either replied that reimbursement was not necessary or failed to
indicate how they wished to be paid (or how much) : only one group member requested
payment (for petrol costs). The solution was one which kept costs low by failing to
specify the level of reimbursement available (other than stating that only one participant's
expenses could be paid for if another person accompanied them). The influence of
payment on the degree of interest and the numbers agreeing to participate is unclear and
deserves more attention, not least to assist research projects with small budgets
(particularly postgraduate research).

The aim was to convene at least one group in each local authority area and ideally two to
reflect contested local perspectives. By the end of the second wave of the questionnaire
around forty respondents indicated their interest in at least finding out more details about
the group discussions. What is notable from these replies is the contrast with questionnaire
response rates: Eastwood's respondents, although contributing to the highest rate of the
four Districts, offered the prospect of fewest Group participants whereas Inverclyde
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contributed a higher proportion of potential group members in spite of its relatively low
survey response rate. Possible explanations are intriguing : what makes someone
committed enough to return a quéstionnaire and take part in a group discussion ? In fact the
Inverclyde response to the idea of groups proved to be less positive in practice, since onl)‘/
one group was convened despite a second group being prepared and notified of the details
of its meeting. The result was that five group discussions took place between February and
May 1991, one in each District and a second meeting in Edinburgh. Table 2.6 indicates
how the original number of potential members was reduced to the lower actual number of
participants.

Before the meetings took place the groups had to be structured on the assumption that
more than one group could be drawn in at least two of the Districts. The ideas of Stewart
and Shamdasani (1990) about judgement sampling are influential in this respect. The
discussions were intended to be based on the interaction of ideas in a non-threatening
environment. The cohesiveness of the groups had to be built in a short period of time to
allow participants - usually strangers - to become acquainted with the opinions of other
members. Although the goal was not to reach any artificial group 'consensus' or work
towards resolving questions through a compulsion to agree, cohesion was more likely to
emerge among people with similar characteristics. If members were able to feel that they
were among broadly like-minded people, then the potential to explore below the surface of
the 'obvious issues' ought to be greater. This is the principle of interaction maximising,
(Stewart and Shamdasani 1990) drawn upon in composing the different group
memberships such that participants would realise that they were on more or less the same

side on the politically-charged subject of the poll tax. It was considered extremely
important to avoid deliberately conflictual settings for discussion. The central

considerations in structuring the groups were :

- to allocate those who approved of the poll tax and those who disapproved to different
groups, usually reflecting a distinction between those thinking the tax to be fairer or less
fair than the rates. This broad attitude measure largely corresponded as well to members of
relatively better off and worse off households.

- to achieve mixed gender groups.
- to achieve mixed age groups.

In Stirling and in Eastwood responses were sufficient to allow one group to be formed
such that no stratification method was relevant. If the Eastwood Group came to reflect the
characteristics provided as questionnaire responses it would have been successful on the
second and third measures and all would have been financially advantaged by the poll tax
(a typical Eastwood characteristic). However strong opposition would have met with
strong support for the tax, also reflecting clashes of partisan position. The potential
Stirling Group appeared to be older and male-biased but mainly opposed to what was
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viewed as an unfair tax. Only one member would have been a tax winner. Neither of these
groups - based on these preliminary characteristics - appeared 'typical’ of their Districts on
all key indicators, but their strength would nevertheless have been in that the discussions
would be contextualised. In the other two authorities the attempt was to form two groups.
The distinction was clearest between the groups planned for Edinburgh : Group [ was
biased towards those who approved of the tax, considered it fairer than the rates and
supported the Conservative Party (none of these characteristics were typical of group
members in general). Group II contrasted with this composition, represented by Labour
and SNP supporters, all of whom were worse off and disapproved of the poll tax. This is
the clearest example of composing a groups with the aim of maximising interactions in the
context of an identifiable group 'position' (or at least the sum of the individual positions
taken from the survey responses). The Inverclyde Groups were more difficult to stratify
because not one of the original twelve potential discussants approved of the tax. With the
possibility of snowballing, the likely number of participants would have been too large to
meet as one group. The sample was strongly of the view that the poll tax was a step
backwards in terms of fiscal justice, composed almost entirely of tax losers, men and
opposition party supporters. Those for whom the poll tax was good news in Inverclyde
were least likely to volunteer to join the discussions. A closer study of the survey
characteristics revealed that the sample was split according to whether opposition to the tax
remained at the attitude level or was expressed in active support for non-payment. This
offered the possibility of composing the second Inverclyde group on the basis of its anti-
compliance stance and of exploring the increasingly complicated issue of non-payment in
more depth. This would have added an extremely valuable dimension to the research and is
an example of a sensitive issue requiring a non-threatening research setting.

Respondents indicating their willingness to become group members were sent a letter in
December 1990 to thank them for their interest and to confirm that the meetings would take
place early in 1991. This was required to maintain contact and stress that the research was
still being conducted despite the rapid political changes of recent months. (For the earlier
respondents, their decision to participate in the groups was made four months previously).
From January 1991, venues and dates were booked for meetings (except with the
Eastwood Group, planned for a later date) and respondents were notified of the details sent
along with a reply slip and a pre-paid envelope. The pattern of responses confirming that
the arrangements were convenient and the eventual numbers attending the groups are
provided in Table 2.6. The total membership of the five groups convened was twenty two,
boosted by some participants being accompanied by another person. The actual number of
survey respondents who attended a group discussion was well under half the number
originally indicating their interest.
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GROUP Original no. of respondents  No. of respondents No. of respondents  Total group

as potential group members confirming after follow-up attending membership
EDINBURGH I 8 4 4 6
EDINBURGH II 9 5 3 5
INVERCLYDEI 6 4 4 5
INVERCLYDEII* 6 3 1 *
STIRLING 6 2 2 2
EASTWOOD 4 2 2 4
Total 39 20 16 22

(* Inverclyde Group II failed to meet)
Table 2.6 From questionnaire respondents to group participants (for five discussion groups convened).

The Stirling Group was unique, taking the form of a discussion between only three people
(including myself); the second Inverclyde Group failed to meet, only one (disappointed)
participant attending despite five people confirming their intention to come one week
before the meeting. This failure was disappointing from a research perspective due to the
distinctive characteristics of this group, as well as from a practical point of view. (The hire
charge was paid in advance although later refunded; an observer had accompanied me to
Greenock for the meeting; and the one participant who did attend had taken the evening off
from shift work). The second group never met due to the difficulty of contacting the other
members again and arranging another convenient meeting time.

2.6 The research 'bargain' and the research guide.

The role of the researcher and the purpose of the work need to be explained as part of the
'bargain’ or contract which underlies the relationship with participants. Different people
will bring different motives and expectations of the group's significance, so it is important
that a minimum set of guidelines is established. This section discusses the early stages of
the group discussions, emphasising particularly the introduction and the explanation of the
format of the meetings. This takes in the research guide or 'work agenda’ for the groups.

The bargain to be struck with participants refers to practical as well as ethical issues. As
with the postal questionnaire method, the aim was to give respondents every opportunity
to become group participants. Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) provide a detailed guide to
the arrangements a researcher will have to consider in organising group discussions (or
focus groups' in their words). Payment for attendance is one issue already mentioned.
Choosing a location for the meetings is an important influence : well-lit, familiar and
accessible venues are more likely to be attractive and encourage attendance. With these
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criteria in mind, enquiries to the District Councils assisted in choosing a main library
conference room, a classroom in a college and community centres. Other characteristics
over which the researcher has some influence relate to the discussion environment itself.

The introduction to each group discussion was critically important. First impressions last
in the research setting and it is necessary to recognise that expectations are varied and
explain clearly what the nature of the meeting will be. The size of the groups was not
referred to at any stage in earlier contact with the participants and a number were surprised
to find that the meetings were on such a small scale. One group member's initial
impression (unprompted) was :

" I would say that I thought the meeting would be on a bigger scale, but it may just work out a little more
successful this way." (Bruce, Edinburgh Group I).
i

Before the meetings began, the issue of recording the discussion had to be raised since the
tables and chairs were arranged in a circular fashion with a tape recorder situated in the
centre of the table. (This facilitated clear recording but was also to encourage the
interaction of participants in a setting where people could retain personal space. Seating
arrangements are not discussed in depth here, but Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) argue
that consideration should be given to how the physical arrangement of the meeting place
can encourage either a 'group therapy' atmosphere or a 'work-like' agenda). I was
apprehensive of the participants' reaction since there had been no mention that a recording
would be made. By explaining the reason for the recording - to allow an accurate report to
be written up about the discussion, to allow my supervisor to read the transcripts and to
assist my own concentration by releasing me from the task of writing detailed notes -
participants appeared to be at ease. The effect of the presence of a tape recorder is
unknown and it is always possible that the reliability of some responses is compromised.
However, my own experience was similar to that of Burgess et. al. (1988a, 1988b) in that
the groups showed few visible signs of being aware that their words were being recorded.
Furthermore there was little evidence of resistance to pursuing controversial subjects
because of the tape recorder. With once-only groups there are few consequences associated
with expressing views among people who will probably not meet again. The discussion is
already open and as 'public’ as it is going to be. The recordings and transcripts became a
vital research resource to be interpreted many times in different ways, although the
summaries recorded in note form were complementary in tracing changes in the mood of
the group (not necessarily those expressed verbally). The recordings were also valuable in
allowing a critical evaluation of my own 'performance’, to help improve later discussions
but also to assist in analysing the effect of the researcher on the researched (influences
which too often remain hidden according to Burgess et. al. 1988a)

Beginning the discussion, the conductor (sometimes referred to as the moderator or

researcher) should aim to create a non-threatening atmosphere in which remaining
suspicion and simply curiosity between members can be overcome. After reassuring
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participants of anonymity (even more important if a recording is being made), a typical
introduction followed this extract from the Inverclyde Group :

"The purpose of the meeting is so we can discuss some of the ideas I am sure you all have - everyone
seems to have an opinion on the poll tax. This is the second stage of the research and most of you will
have filled in the original questionnaire. Again thank you for doing that. The purpose then ...is so you can
expand on your own ideas and exchange them with each other....rather than with me....if you see me more
in a chairperson sense, to move the discussion on as time progresses. Also can [ ask you not to worry
about what the person next to you thinks of your opinion or what I think. Everyone is entitled to give
their opinion.... There isn't a formal agenda for the meeting. There are four or five themes to discuss. But
do feel free to bring up your own priorities as we go along. The only rules are to speak one at a time...and
that we have to finish at nine o'clock. So could we start off by going around the table and saying what
vour first name is and what part of Inverclyde you are from. And maybe a bit about why you came this

evening."
(Introduction to Inverclyde Group).

This attempt to 'break the ice' was based on an explanation of the structure of the group
discussion. The content of the meeting was not circulated before the participants met,
although most of them were questionnaire respondents and were presumably aware of the
type of issues to be raised. Acknowledging the participation of group members recognises
that they are assisting the research on'a voluntary basis. Whatever advantages the
discussants receive, | was the main beneficiary. The role of the researcher was specified in
the introduction, the aim being to encourage the groups to view me as a supportive co-
ordinator with the task of helping the discussion to proceed (by questioning, probing
without being intrusive and by encouraging participation by less dominant members). It
was not intended to be as an arbiter of contested opinions. A 'work agenda' was to be
adhered to although the structure was not rigid, to allow comparisons to be drawn between
groups. Finally the length of the meeting was confirmed. This is central to the research
bargain. The letter including specific details of the meetings was clear about starting and
finishing times and was probably a condition of participation for some members. The
introduction was standard in each group and was based on advice adapted from the
specific literature on this method (e.g. Stewart and Shamdasani 1990). If this represents a
text-book description, it proved to be a useful entry to the discussions but an incomplete
guide to the realities of the researcher - researched relationship.

The research themes developed for the group discussions are summarised in Table 2.7.
These are sufficiently open-ended to be thought of as discussion themes rather than direct
questions and certainly differ from the means of inquiring in the postal questionnaire.
Research guides for group discussions are commonly framed by ordering themes from the
general to the more specific, a funnelling approach appropriate for participants who'already
have a degree of commitment to the research. The opening issue was therefore planned to
be one which would be familiar to the groups, referring to local and central government
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relations in their areas and tax levels under the rates and the poll tax.

(1.) Positioning of the local authority relative to others. Evaluation of the councils' poll
tax bill and spending policies : too high ? value for money ? How is the conflict between
local and central government seen locally : who is to blame for high tax levels ? Make
reference to tax history (under domestic rates for example) in the local context.

(2.) Develop the theme of how services are paid for : what is the purpose of taxation.
Relate this to the rationale of the poll tax, that all use public services so all should
contribute towards their costs. Taking the point further with the example of education, a
major element of local government spending : all tax payers fund the service but not all
use it. Is this considered unfair - or does support for comprehensive welfare continue
without such a direct consumerist view ?

(3.) Pursuing the logic of the poll tax further still, introduce the 'exit' strategy of
opting-out from local public services through private insurance or private education for
example. If privatisation means paying (taxes) for services which are not used, should
tax deductions be introduced ? In other words, if costs are iﬂdividualised should taxes be
restructured on that basis? [s there support for alternatives to taxation as a means of
paying for welfare ?

(4.) Having made the 'fiscal link' between taxes and services, consider non-payment of
the poll tax as an issue thought to be responsible for local tax inflation. Do group
participants distinguish between those who refuse to pay out of protest and those who
are unable to pay ? Would participants consider withholding payments (at least in part) as
a protest at the 'non-payment increment’ ? If the poll tax is considered too high, should
the government 'cap’ bills?

(5.) Raise the question of economic voting by distributing examples of local election
literature offering a poll tax cut of almost £100 in return for electing a Conservative-
controlled Lothian Region. How do participants think people would react to the
message? How would (did) they react personally ?

Table 2.7 A guide to the research themes raised in the discussion groups.

The expectation was that the theme might act to establish the broad 'outlook’ of the group
and indicate the main lines of agreement (and disagreement) existing before moving to
consider more detailed and conceptual matters about the privatisation of welfare for
example. The order of questions was negotiable however since some participants
consistently anticipated issues to be raised at a later stage in the discussions. This suggests
that the focus of the discussion was often relevant to the emerging concerns of the groups,
although a specific example in the section which follows indicates how one group
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participant dealt with a question considered to be irrelevant. Where themes could be
anticipated, the breaks imposed in the discussion to move to another issue were less
marked. The research guide was also changed to accommodate some specifically local
dimensions of the discussion, such as the prospects for Eastwood District surviving
outside neighbouring Glasgow if single-tier local government was introduced.

2.7 The researcher's influence.

"Poor interviewees are often simply the products of bad interviewing.” (Pons 1988, p.114).

It appears to be a paradox that the aim in group discussions is to encourage interactive
discussion between participants and not the group's co-ordinator, yet much of the attention
in accounts of how to conduct qualitative research has been upon the role of the researcher.
Does this amount to more of the autobiographical indulgence criticised in the first part of
this chapter by Payne et. al. (1981) ? The position taken in this work is that consideration
of researcher influence on the research process is vital in identifying how far the goal of
unintrusive monitoring has been achieved while being effective enough to complete the
groups' tasks. Before detailed attention passes to the research results - what was actually
said in the discussions - it is worth setting aside space to look at how the results may have
been influenced.

By concentrating on the pitfalls of qualitative research methods it might be tempting to
avoid using them. The literature is strong on what to avoid in the 'how' of research but
appears weaker on positive advice. At one stage I contemplated abandoning the groups
method (or at least a lengthy postponement) having been advised that the difficult nature of
the subject and my lack of training in interviewing techniques generally would result in
formidable problems. The group discussions did eventually take place amid apprehension
and a more optimistic view that the best way to learn the techniques was to try them. The
risk of conducting the research groups inadequately was less of an influence than the risk
of not doing them at all.

The problems of bias in group discussions are potentially more damaging than in the
questionnaire stage. The link between researcher and participants is clear and direct such
that bias in the wording of the themes for debate is only the first consideration. In other
words the impression given to the groups has to be constantly thought about. A summary
of the 'ideal characteristics' of the group discussion researcher is advanced, based on the
work of Burgess et al. (1988a; 1998b), Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) and actual
research experiences :

(1.) "Supportive leadership" in a non-authoritarian and non-judgemental manner.
Nevertheless, intervention is needed to keep groups to their defined 'work agenda.’

(2.) Persuasion and tact rather than confrontation to encourage interest from less confident
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members and discourage particularly dominant members if necessary.

(3.) Flexibility in approach, to be able to rearrange question ordering and wording if
participants anticipate themes to be addressed later or if they are less interested than
expected.

(4.) The ability to probe in a way that retains the group's trust. For example, making use
of a participant's own words to summarise or seek clarification.

(5.) Awareness that research guides are probably rough guides. Planning the groups in
advance cannot account for the real dynamics of personal interaction. In other words, be
prepared to defuse a conflict, to be told that the theme being discussed is irrelevant, to be
asked for personal opinions and to be corrected for misinterpreting what people have said.

These are some of the ways in which researchers can deliberately attempt to influence
groups towards open discussion based on wide participation. Some examples from
experience during this research are provided to make the points more effectively before
moving to consider some of the researcher influences which are less obvious or voluntary.

Each of the groups accepted that a 'work agenda' had to be negotiated and that the
discussion would move to different issues at various stages. The problem was usually not
that participants objected to the degree of structure - in fact a reminder that one or two
additional comments could be discussed before moving to another theme encouraged
participants to speak if they had not already. Instead a small number of group members
preferred to listen rather than talk for much of the discussion. This is not necessarily a
problem, but the possibility exists that non-participation reflects a lack of confidence to
express an opinion that appears to contradict the emerging 'group perspective'.

The second point in the guide (above) refers to persuading the least conspicuous group
members to speak if they wish to. In one group (Edinburgh Group I), one woman seemed
happy to listen and allow her husband to speak while a second woman spoke infrequently
but seemed to disagree with a number of comments. By gradually establishing more eye
contact with the first woman, and as issues arose which she did wish to talk about, she
participated more actively. My interpretation is that she may initially have felt 'outside’ the
group since it was her husband who had completed the original questionnaire and she had
accompanied him - she had less of a link with the research before the group met. Later she
demonstrated that she was willing to discuss those issues which she felt particularly
strongly about. Earlier she appeared to agree with most of the group's evaluations. The
second woman was more of a cause for concern : I suspected that she held what were
minority opinions for that group, based not only on her questionnaire responses (she had
gained from the poll tax but was strongly opposed to it and considered the rates to be a
fairer tax) but also on a less easily defined sense of unease. Moreover (as discussed
below) her earlier experience in the group when talking about her family's position on
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non-payment of the tax had concluded in conflict with another member. My approach was
an example of an inappropriate intervention, similar to the errors acknowledged by
Burgess et.al.(1988b) in one of their groups. The general strategy of asking for "any other
points of view" failed to encourage this member to speak even when it became clear that
she disagreed with a previous speaker. I 'pursued' the participant by asking directly
(addressing her individually) if she wanted to add something by appearing to have
overlooked her attempts to speak (which she had not indicated). This was a mistake
because I focussed upon one participant who did not wish to contribute at that point and
more significantly the other members of the group were aware of my 'attention'. At a later
stage one of the more dominant members adopted the role of questioner by asking the
same woman if she wanted to add any comments. This was inappropriate because his
invitation was not part of a general discussion but a direct question, again singling out a
reluctant member of the group. Although the mood of the group was not disrupted
significantly by either the earlier conflict or these interventions (and this participant did
speak later in the discussion, confirming her disagreement with some points of view), in
retrospect the 'relationship' with her might have been damaged with consequences for the
group's potential.

The issue of probing (the fourth point and emphasised in detail by Stewart and
Shamdasani 1990) demonstrates the difference between reading the theory and putting it
into practice. Successful probing - exploring opinions in greater depth - is not based only
on how the researcher approaches different members. It is possible to ask the wrong
question and this is easier to recognise than is the more appropriate wording.
Nevertheless, in moving to a new theme in the discussion, asking "if no-one disagrees
we'll move on" might discourage a contradictory answer : it suggests that the unexpressed
default is "yes, I agree.” The point might be better put as "Does anyone have other
opinions to those we've already discussed ?" or "Would anyone like to add anything on
this subject ?" A danger of group discussions lies in the likelihood of bias in how different
members are approached. Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) favour monitoring the
conductor's bias through the verbal and non-verbal cues given to participants. Thus, are
opinions which the researcher agrees with welcomed (by nodding, smiling and invitation
to expand on them) while unfavourable comments are "greeted with blank looks,
indifference...or treated with impatience ?" (p.83). Are "out of context” comments (or
those out of order on the research agenda) accepted for discussion if they are favourable
when others are rejected ? This provides a clear link between method and theoretical
perspective. Although the researcher's own opinions on the discussion may not be
obvious to the groups, these examples of bias may divide participants into those
developing greater empathy with a supportive researcher and the others. A dominant
participant may reach the conclusion that her or his contributions are being overlooked or
under-valued because they are not what the researcher wants to hear, rather than because
they are preventing other members from speaking. Whether this is a problem depends on
who is conducting which groups.
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Although I had considered how I would respond to participants whose views I strongly
disagreed with before meeting the groups, this was not an important factor in practice. If
anything [ came closer to adopting a 'devil's advocate' role by encouraging people to
explore particularly controversial or partisan views in more depth when I would personally
have opposed them. I was surprised by the lack of difficulty in moving from my own
value position to that of 'the researcher’, even if ethical issues may have to be addressed in
appearing to support members' opinions in an effort to gain information. It is possible to
nod or smile in response to a comment, to encourage a participant to continue speaking
without nodding in approval. The group participants may attempt to influence the research
relationship by directly asking for the researcher's opinion on specific issues. In some
examples this could occur because the researcher is considered to have specialised
knowledge, to 'know the answers' or to be in a position to adjudicate when an impasse is
reached. It may simply arise because group members want to know the researcher's own
point of view in exchange for being willing to discuss theirs. The difficulties associated
with a research bargain that becomes conditional in this way were fortunately not
encountered in the group discussions. One example from Inverclyde demonstrates how
interpretation of the researcher - group relationship allowed a potential problem to be
resolved :

John : From reading the press I imagine there are a lot of people who can pay (their poll
tax) and they just have no intention of paying. Have you not noticed that yourself ?
(directing the question to me).

Fiona : He is not meant to answer any questions !
(Extract from Inverclyde Group)

A member of the group confirmed the role of the researcher as it had been set out at the
start of the meeting without me having to agree or disagree with John's comment. In itself
the question was not particularly controversial : agreement would only have implied that
the press coverage had been noticed. However, this extract is from a discussion of poll tax
non-payment which was potentially a divisive subject. It was one on which I particularly
wished to encourage discussion between participants and not with me. Nevertheless this is
not to suggest that the relationship should (or can) be sanitised to the point where the
researcher reacts blankly to what is being said. The researcher is implicitly an element in
the research process - what matters is that the direct input is positive for the discussion and
neither discourages participation nor ‘over-directs’.

Two examples to illustrate the fifth characteristic of group discussion co-ordinators are
taken from group extracts. Firstly the researcher has a responsibility not just in how the
relationship with group members develops but in how that between group members
emerges. One striking example involved the second woman described above, who
appeared to be frustrated by part of the discussion but unwilling to speak. This confirms
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that another responsibility is to protect participants from being questioned by other
members in ways that could be considered over-critical or even threatening. In the first
Edinburgh Group the issue of non-payment was reached in the early stages of the
discussion. The emphasis was on other people's non-payment and assumptions about
what type of people they were. Since this group appeared to be firmly opposed to non-
payment, members were invited to read into the motives of 'the other' (the non-payer).
Despite this impression of a group position on the subject (based on survey evidence and
the opening remarks in the discussion), it would have been a mistake to assume that the
issue was sufficiently 'distant' from the group to allow open probing between members.
The following extract raises the problem of conflict between two participants :

Carol : I think the poll tax is an appalling tax and [ have three sons who won't pay it.
Bruce: Are they of age to pay ?
Carol : Yes. And a lot of their friends feel the same ...it's political - they won't pay it. They're all

on Income Support....they get a rebate, but two of them will not pay because they're
politically against it.

Tim : Why are they against it ?

Carol : Because they feel it's ...you'd have to ask them. I mean it's their political views, I can't give
them mine.

Alice : Are they quite happy to accept the use of all the services that are given by all the people

who are paying the poll tax ? You know, are they quite happy to have their buckets emptied

and the water in the tap ?

Carol : Again you'd have to ask them - you see I can't speak for them (Alice : No). And don't attack
me please.

Alice : (laughs nervously) No no no ! I'm not attacking you, I'm just asking the question.

Carol : Yes, well ask them ....and they're not here.

Alice : This is what I think a lot of people are complaining about, that ...you're not going to pay

your poll tax - and you can or you can't, whichever - but nobody has said "don't lift my
bucket away because Il just take it to the dump myself™... There's no way you can live in

a town without using the services. Somebody's got to pay for them.
(Extract from Edinburgh GroupI)

One member (Alice) put another (Carol) in a defensive position, strengthened by the
questioning of Bruce and Tim. It was clear that the other members of the group
disapproved of non-payment on political grounds, so Carol was open to criticism even
though she had not endorsed her sons' non-payment. The tension was eased without
embarrassing pauses or by me having to openly defuse the situation. However it would
not have been surprising if this experience had influenced Carol's view of the group and
her willingness to participate in the rest of the discussion. Moreover it is a reminder that
the researcher must prepare for the unexpected and anticipate difficulties. It demonstrates
that the profile of the group, as based on questionnaire responses, was only a rough guide
to the reality of interaction between people with different personalities despite apparent
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similarities in opinion. Following this group (the first one conducted). my doubts about
lack of training in group methods persisted : [ was unprepared to overcome conflicts
within the groups had they become more serious. On the other hand, the ‘flow' of this first
group was encouraging and the discussion provided a valuable insight into those minority
opinions (for central Scotland) of supporting at least the intentions of the poll tax and in
generally not being hostile to the Conservative government.

Secondly the question of salience is as important to the group discussion method as with
questionnaires. The main advantage with groups is in being able to assess how relevant the
research questions are and having the opportunity to rephrase them or consider alternative
priorities of the group members. As suggested before, the extent to which themes were
anticipated before they were raised points to their relevance (as far as the groups were
concerned). However, if members were unable to see the significance of a question they
might fail to respond. Unclearly expressed themes might be otherwise received with
frustration or impatience. Towards the middle of the group discussions, more specific
conceptual ideas were raised, including a hypothetical question about tax deductions for
people who opt out of using public services (e.g. lower tax burdens for people with
private health insurance). This was posed as a radical stage beyond the poll tax. In the first
Edinburgh Group, one dominant member was unimpressed :

"...if you want to put your kids to a private school you make that choice and therefore nobody's twisting
your arm up your back. So I think to try fo introduce these arguments is a bit meaningless."
(Tim, Edinburgh Group I. Emphasis added )

My reaction to this was that the original idea had been raised in an unclear way and that
this was the reason for the unpromising response rather than the concept itself being
"meaningless”. Using the logic of the poll tax to speculate on the future organisation of
paying for welfare was of particular interest (see Chapter Nine), so I raised the question
again at a later stage by drawing upon North American policy as a possible illustration of
an alternative to the British system. Even if Tim remained sceptical that the issues were of
any relevance, further discussion occurred in the group. Thus, one participant was able to
provide a signal about the research agenda without preventing a particular issue being
raised again in modified form. ‘

2.8 Other researcher effects.

A brief discussion of other involuntary influences by the researcher is needed. From the
'scientism’ of empirical approaches, the presence of a researcher immediately results in a
different (and by implication less valid) view of a social phenomenon than if observation
were covert. A great deal of discussion is based on an evaluation of what method is more
appropriate to yield a reliable account of the social world. A positive view is to
acknowledge the interactive effects of researcher and researched (i.e. upon each other) and
to locate these as a legitimate area for analysis. Some of the most immediate influences of
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the researcher upon participants are involuntary and cannot be changed through planning,
training and previous research experience.

Most of the methodology literature refers to some of these characteristics in the abstract
(Stewart and Shamdasani 1990), although Burgess et. al. (1988a) consider the effects of
gender in their groups. The impression of the poll tax discussion groups may have been
influenced by :

(1.) Gender.

It is impossible to judge to what extent the researcher's gender was important to the
participant's decision to attend in the first place or how it influenced interactions. I was
conscious of not wanting to become a member of any 'male coalition' which could have
been a product of the group compositions rather than the subject itself. Any 'group gender
bias' in this way would be a more likely potential source of difficulty than the for the
researcher as an individual. More important are the possibilities and the limitations arising
from the gender balance of the groups in terms of language for example. In the Inverclyde
Group, four men and one woman participated, although this imbalance did not seem to
have a significant bearing on the discussion. (The observer in this group, a postgraduate
colleague introduced as someone to listen rather than participate and to ensure time-
keeping, was female).

(2.) Age.

Few participants were in the same age group as myself. The label 'student' has age
connotations even if they are sometimes inaccurate : the problem arises not with age itself
but with the implication of inexperience, perhaps related to the research subject specifically
(students were usually not taxpayers or ratepayers until the poll tax was introduced. Are
they qualified - or entitled - to ask for opinions from those who did pay rates ?) The label
'researcher’ may have been a better choice although it is possible that the University
association is more of an influence on the participant's view of the research and who is
conducting it. In terms of group interaction, age cleavages if they existed did not create
barriers to discussion. Two pensioner members of the Inverclyde Group certainly stressed
the impact of the poll tax and other living costs in terms of their pension incomes and the
position of elderly people in Britain was then taken up by the group as a whole. In this
example, the age profile provided an additional group dimension rather than a problem.

(3.) Race, Ethnicity, Language.

No obvious differences existed between the researcher and the group members, or among
the participants. All were white and Scottish or English. There are marked interactions
between welfare and tax policies and race (Butcher et. al. 1990) but it was judged difficult
to address these in appropriate detail as part of this research without appearing tokenistic.
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Itis not an exaggeration to envisage an entirely separate thesis based around these issues in
Glasgow's Asian communities for example. Dialect, if not language, may have had an
influence upon the discussions in terms of first impressions at least. My accent is from
west-coast central Scotland, but perhaps more strongly so as heard by a typical Eastwood
audience than a typical Inverclyde group. Edinburgh and Stirling groups would probably
be less able to distinguish what type of accent I have (other than vaguely 'Glasgow’). This
influence probably established the degree of difference or similarity of the researcher to the
researched, although again this may be less important than the distinction simply based on
being the researcher. Compared with more 'exotic' differences mediated through accent,
language or race, this influence was unimportant.

(4.) Social class and style of dress.

It is surprising that little reference is made to the influence of social class in the research
process. It may indeed be the case that researchers are simply assumed to be white, male
and middle class and in some way 'neutral’ from the perspective of the research
participants. Such a position is untenable. Although some discussion has concentrated on
the accessibility or obstacles resulting from the gender and racial interactions between the
researcher and the researched, class seems not to exist, based on a reading of the group
methods literature. As more researchers fail to fit these narrow categories, this issue is
surely of increasing importance.

The significance of social class is based largely in the perceptions of research participants.
Although it is difficult to be certain, I suspect that the five groups had different
impressions of me, partly reflecting the use of language, my accent and how competent or
incompetent my 'performance' was. Certainly my impressions of the groups and their
members were variable. It would have been easier to establish empathy with the Inverclyde
Group since that is the District with which I am most familiar. Although there was some
common ground between that group's approach and the perspectives applied in this
research, [ found myself disagreeing with a number of comments. Equally with the first
Edinburgh group (which I had least in common with), despite being opposed to some of
its conclusions the discussion was probably the most successful in generating valuable
insights. My impression of each group was complicated by support and opposition for
their stances, empathy and occasionally antipathy.

The final influence in this section can be modified but is not entirely voluntary. If
immediate impressions are significant, then the most obvious of these is appearance and
how the researcher is dressed. Conducting the groups required a change in dress style to
adopt a more formal appearance. This assists in the task of establishing a 'work agenda’
for the groups. Again this influence is extremely difficult to evaluate, although a casual
style of dress would probably send a very different signal to the participants. Given the
highly political nature of the group discussions, the main consideration dress-wise was to
choose the colour of tie with care.
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2.9 Some problems with the groups method.

The final stage in this discussion of the group method addresses the drawbacks involved.
Conducting group discussions was a new experience which has added an important
dimension to the research findings, but its endorsement is not without conditions. The
common problem of bias is relevant here, not so much because of giving partisan or
loaded cues to group members (my original concern) but through the more routine
difficulty of avoiding unevenness between groups. This refers to posing discussion
themes with equal clarity, remaining alert to unexpected responses after discussing the
same theme for the fifth time (i.e. anticipating what is different about each group) and
attempting to put into practice the accumulated experience of earlier groups. Lack of
experience was discussed as an influence in deciding whether or not to proceed with the
groups. The question became less what I did wrong and more about how the discussions
could have been improved and how the analysis could have been more perceptive with the
benefit of greater experience.

Specific to the dynamic nature of the research subject, the number of group members
declined over time relative to the numbers originally intending to participate in the
meetings. Between the Edinburgh and Inverclyde Groups meeting and those in Stirling
and Eastwood, the prospects of resolving the poll tax crisis emerged as the Government
announced firstly a £140 per adult reduction in poll tax bills in the Budget (March 1991)
and then the outcome of the review started after Mrs. Thatcher's resignation. One of the
Stirling Group members explained at the close of the meeting how a colleague had been
bemused by her intention to attend the discussion "when the poll tax is not an issue
anymore." By the time the Eastwood Group was scheduled to meet (May 1991), only two
questionnaire respondents had confirmed their plans to participate. This prompted an
unusual methodological response (not an ideal one, but a pragmatic one). The evening
before the group meeting took place, fifty letters were distributed to households within
short walking distance of the venue, explaining the purpose of the meeting and inviting
attendance. This approach gained two additional group members who had not taken part in
the questionnaire stage and who were surprised by the small size of the meeting but were
nevertheless willing to speak. These experiences with conducting the groups have
contributed to the conclusion that the research subject could not have been approached in
the same way if the project had started one year later.

2.10 Conclusions on the methods

The two main methods of collecting primary sources of data used in this research draw
upon different ways of inquiring about the subject. However they are considered to offer
complementary perspectives, linked rather than separate. The terms 'multiple strategies'
and 'methodological triangulation’ have been used in reference to research drawing upon a
variety of methods. Burgess (1985) suggests that this is done as an insurance device to
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guard against omitting important concepts. Some consider the limitations to be the result of
constraints imposed by time and money while others (Fletcher, discussed in Payne et. al.
1981, for example) are more critical of approaches which attempt 'a bit of everything'.
Fletcher warns of the risks in substituting rigour with eclecticism for its own sake,
wherein all (and any) methods are judged appropriate. The attempt in this research has
certainly been to use ‘multiple strategies'. The hope is that each has been appropriate for
the task but equal validity is not necessarily attached to the results. The stage of analysis
should be kept in mind. This is where rigour is equally important, such that judgements
about methodology should not be grounded only in how the methods are applied.

Group discussions prdvide the opportunity to qualify assumptions based on survey
analysis as to how the poll tax was received and allow participants to attach conditions to
their attitudes in their own words. This is potentially a more democratic method than
survey research, but not necessarily so. In addition to the planning and the practice of
research, it is the analysis - how the data are interpreted - that is most significant. Writing
this thesis is writing to represent the views of other people through the researcher's
interpretations. Important decisions must be made as to what should be included and what
can justifiably be omitted : inconvenient research findings have to be explained rather than
overlooked. In other words, ethical choices remain to be made regardless of the methods

chosen. A measure of the responsibility involved could be appreciated by considering

what the reaction of each group participant would be to how their contributions have been

interpreted if they read this thesis. Thus, claims to 'democratic research' and to distributing
control and power over the research among participants should be treated cautiously.
Power ultimately remains in the hands of who is writing the analysis. What can be claimed
is that non-controllable bias was also identified as a threat to the validity of the research
findings and that reasonable attempts were made to reduce the effects of bias.

In this chapter the approaches to the research have been explained. The outcomes of
applying these methods are considered in later chapters. The content is not exhaustive,
since other methods of gaining insight into the local social worlds around the poll tax were
drawn upon (analysis of local newspaper coverage and one-to-one interviews with District
Councillors for example). Nevertheless the title of this chapter is deliberate : it implies that
the approach to conducting research is about more than the methods used. The focus has
thus been on what informs the choice of subject as well as the choice of method.
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UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW

GLASGOW UNIVERSITY
GEOGRAPHY DEPARTMENT

Poll Tax Survev 1990

Please circle the answers you agree with.
Otherwise tick the boxes where provided.
If you are unable or unwilling to answer any question, leave
it blank.

Appendix 2.1 Poll tax survey 1990 : Postal questionnaire used in the research.
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1 (a) The Poll Tax /Community Charge has been in place for more than a year in
Scotland.Comparing your household Poll Tax bills with your previous Rates bill, is
your household now:

Better Off Worse Off No different Don't Know ?

(b) How many adults are liable for the poll tax in your household?

(c) If more than one,are you personally: Better Off Worse Off No different ?
(d) Do you approve or disapprove of the poll tax system?
Strongly approve Approve Disapprove Strongly disapprove Don't Know ?
(e) How do you think the poll tax compares with the Rates overall?
Fairer Less Fair  Similar Don't Know ?

(f)Are you liable for the full charge or a rebated charge?

Full Rebate Don’t Know ?

(g) In your household, how many are liable for a rebated charge?

2(a) How much interest do you take in political matters?
A Great Deal A Fair Amount Not Much None atall

(b) Which political party, if any, would you say you identify with?
Labour Conservative SNP Liberal Democrats Green Other None

(c) If you circled a Party,how strong is your support for it?

Very Strong Fairly Strong Fairly Weak

(d) How satisfied are you with the way things are run at the moment by (tick box):
Very Fairly Fairly Very

Satisfied Satisfied Disﬁ‘:ed Dissatisfied

DISTRICT COUNCIL
(Edinburgh)

REGIONAL COUNCIL
(Lothian)

THE GOVERNMENT

(e) Did you vote in the recent Regional elections on May 3rd? Yes No

(H)If yes,for which Party? Lab Con SNP Lib-Dem Green Other
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(g)Do you recall voting in the last council elections (in 1988)? Yes No

(h) If you voted,which issues were more important to you?
Local  National Bothequaily Don't Know

(i) How important was the poll tax in deciding how you voted?

Very important  Fairly important Not important Don't Know

(j)Has the Poll Tax changed the way you vote (or will vote).......
in local elections 2......ccceveevenereenescneeneieconeeneeennnnes Yes No
in the next General Election? .......cccccevcevcereenereenne Yes No
(If YES, which party did you usually support? )

3 The questions in this section ask who you think is responsible if Poll Tax bills are
too high.

(a) Some councils have set Poll Tax levels which the government thinks are too
high.Councils sometimes say that local services would have to be cut if bills did not
rise.And others say that people who do not pay their Poll Tax are forcing up next
year's bills.In your area,which of these do you think have had an influence on the
level of Poll Tax ? (tick the boxes)........ Very Fairly Not
Important Important Important

Council Over-spending.......cc.c....

Cuts in Government grants to
COUNCIlS.uiuiccieinrtrercrescrreniaaeee

Non-payment of the poll tax.........

(b)Taking into consideration the services provided by your councils,is your poll tax

bill : Reasonable Higher than Excessive  Don't Know
necessary

(c)Under the rates, did you pay:
Full rates Partial rates No rates (full rebate) No rates (not the householder)

(d) Under the poll tax,have you paid for someone other than yourself (e.g. husband
or wife,children,someone else)? Yes No

(e) Has your poll tax been paid for you by someone other than yourself? Yes No
(f) If the government does think your poll tax level is too high, should it be able to

‘cap’ the bill (reduce it) or should voters decide who sets the level at local elections?
Government "Capping" Voters in local elections Don’t Know
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(2)If you were asked to vote for a lower Poll Tax bill,even if this meant services
had to be cut, or the same Poll tax bill and the same services as now,which would

you choose?
A lower Poll Tax The same Poll Tax Don't Know

(h) During the first year, did you pay the poll tax..........

As soon as instalments After After receiving Not
were due some delay reminders at all

4 This set of questions deals with the campaigns against both the Poll Tax and the

Rates.
The Poll Tax

(a)The Anti-Poll Tax Federation,the SNP and some Labour MPs have encouraged
people not to pay their Poll Tax bills.Do you support this campaign in principle?

Strongly favour Infavour Opposed Strongly opposed Don't know

(b)Are you aware of any local campaign against the poll tax? Yes No

(c)Have you already given your opinion on the poll tax, whether in support or
against, in any of these ways? Tick (V) where appropriate :

Talking with people at home or at work Attending a Public Meeting locally

Writing to a councillor or your MP Writing a letter to a newspaper

Joining an Anti-Poll Tax Union

(d)Some people have called for councils not to collect money from those who have
not paid their Poll Tax yet.This means that the government would be asked to
provide the money owed.Are you in favour of this.......

For ALL non-payers?  Strongly favour In favour Opposed Strongly opposed

Only for those who are Strongly favour In favour Opposed Strongly opposed
UNABLE to pay?

The Rates

(a)Back in 1985,rate bills increased considerably for some households. This
encouraged the government to change from Rates to the Poll Tax.Did you oppose

the rates in principle?
Strongly opposed  Opposed  Infavour  Strongly favour Don't know

(b) Do you recall any local campaigns against rates increases? Yes No

(c) Did you voice your opinion over rates rising at the time ? (For example by going to
meetings,writing to a newspaper,joining a Ratepayers Association). Yes No
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If Yes, please SPECIfY....uuiumreriencetienticsininnssecsest e aessss et se s

On the whole,which of these taxes do you think would be best to pay for local
services?

Rates,before abolished A Combination of taxes (e.g on
property and on income)........

Poll Tax/ Community Charge.......

Roof Tax / Property Tax on the Something else.....ccceuereeene
market value of your house..........
Local Income TaxX......ccoeceueuscsees Don't KNOW....cceeresueesecenss

5 This section asks you to respond to a number of statements made about the Poll
Tax during the last year.Please show your opinion by ticking the box below the
response you agree with.

Strongly Ag . Strongly  Don't
ree ree . 7'o
Agree Disag Disagree Know

"Votng is an effective way of
telling polidcians what [ think of the
poll tax.”

"A non-payment campaign will hurt
the government more than the
councils.”

"Councils have a responsibility to
collect the poll tax."

"People who don't,pay should not
be allowed to use local services
(e.g. libraries,bins emptied).”

"People who pay are subsidising
peopie who don't pay.”

"If people disagree with this law in
principle, they should have the right
to break it.”

"Most of the opponents of the poll
tax want something for nothing.”

"A local tax should reflect ability to
pay, so that the better-off pay more,
like national income tax.”

"Everyone uses local services,so
everyone should have to pay
towards their cost.”
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Lastly, some short questions about you and your neighbourhood.

SEX: Male Female _AGE GROUP: 18-24 25-34¢ 35-64 65& over

OCCUPATION: .coeeureeereeeveeanerenneeacneessaesanees (If housewife,unemployed or retired,

please include)

Do you : Own your home? Rent (council)? Rent (privately)?
Other? ( Please SPecify.....uceeeeinicnrernncnnensennnnecicsecsecnteanenes )

Do you read a local newspaper? Yes No (if yes,which one?.........cccoeeuevuinuncee. )

Which of these descriptions best fit your idea of your neighbourhood (Tick box):

1. Working Class Middle Class G Mixed Don't Know
2. Mainly Labour Mainly Tory D Another Party dommatesl

No Party dominates

Leaving aside your own position, how do you think most people in your
neighbourhood have been affected by the poll tax?

Mainly winners Mainly losers Roughly little change Don't know

And compared with yourself, do you think most people in your neighbourhood have

Better Worse Roughly the same as me Don't Know ?

Please use the space below if you would like to add your own comments :

**This survey is one part of the work on the poll tax [ am undertaking.I also plan to hold some
local evening discussions later in the year.

Some payment will be available to help people attend.

IF you are interested in talking about these issues with other people in your area, please include
vour name and address below I will then contact you again with further details.

Alternatively you can write to me separately (if you don't wish to be identified here).
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UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW

DEPARTMENT OF GEOGRAPHY & TOPOGRAPHIC SCIENCE

UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW, GLASGOW, G1238QQ
Teleonone 341-339-3855  Ext...coenen

Telax. 777070 UNIGLA / 773421 GLASUL

Fax  041-330-4834

Profassoar |. 8. Thomoson (Head of Dapartment)

Proressor G. Patre

James McCormick
Geography Department
Glasgow University

Dear Sir or Madam,

What do vou think of the Poill Tax / Community Charge?

The Government's decision to replace the rates with a Community Charge or Poll Tax has caused
controversy in Scodand, and now in Eagland and Wales.The new tax has its supporters and its
cridcs. Which are you?

Iam a post-graduate student conductng research in the Geomnhy Departmcm into the opinions of

people in your area. You might have read about the survey in the "Evening News" recendy.
[am now wridng to ask for your help in completing this quesdonnaire.

Why was Tsent 3 Questionngire?

Your namne and address have been selected at random from the voters' roll.
You do NOT have to idendfy yourseif on this form.

nfi igi?
All answers given in this survey will be entirely confidendal.
Why 1 ro it?
The purpose of the survey is (o idendfy amitudes towards the tax in areas with differenc bills.
The results will then be used to explain how people have reacted to the tax during its first year. Your
answers will be kept anonymous.

The return postage to me is already paid by using the envelope enclosed.
**You will not need 3 stamp to return the guﬁ; onngire,

Please note that even if you have lirtle interest in this research,your opinions will stll be of value 1o
me.

If you find a questdon which vou are unwilling or unable (o answer, please leave it blank.
CIRCLE THE ANSWERS YOU AGREE WITH.OTHERWISE TICK THE BOXES
PROVIDED.

(It should only take 15-20 minutes to compiete).

At the end of the quesdons, there is a secdon which will allow vou to add your own comuments if

vou wish to.
Vlany thanks in andcipadon,

James McCormick

Appendix 2.2 Introductory covering letter (accompanying postal questionnaire).
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3. The local contexts of research

The original proposal on which this thesis is based explained that the response to the poll
tax policy would be explored through a ‘localities approach’. The expectation was that the
unevenness between places would be one of the most significant outcomes - in how the
tax produced winners and losers, in council budgetary strategies and in the pattern of
blame and reward as central government urged people to judge their local authorities and
to punish ‘unreasonable’ policies. Four District Councils in central Scotland were chosen
for the research, for reasons to be explained in this chapter. At the time, these four
‘localities’ were intended to represent different political contexts, in which distinctive local
experiences would come to shape their response to the research subject. The full
significance of this wording - the use of the term ‘locality’ - became apparent once the
emerging localities literature was studied more closely. This literature confirms that the
term is by no means uncontentious and that there is no consensus among geographers as
to what localities are or should be. It incorporates contested approaches to the significance
of space which reach other areas of social science beyond human geography. More
fundamental debates about agency versus structure, postmodernism and structuralism
have been conducted around the locality concept. Despite the original intention, it is clear
that the term cannot be used 'innocently', without explaining what it is meant to mean.

The first part of this chapter presents a review of some of the main positions in the locality
debate. Initially it can appear somewhat bemusing. It threatens at times to become
absorbed by semantic details rather than the more urgent issues which are raised by

contemporary changes. There is a danger that as the debate continues, fewer of those
* concerned to contribute are able to gain access to the intricacies of earlier arguments.
Relevant questions could also be raised about the nature of academic debate. Nevertheless,
beyond the more exaggerated claims of supporters and opponents of the concept,
important issues have been discussed. The review which follows leads to conclusions
which have allowed the research approach to be reassessed. Following this, the reasons
for concentrating on the local responses to the poll tax rather than on an aspatial
perspective should become clearer. The four 'localities' chosen (if that is what they are)
will then be introduced as the local contexts for this study. The intention is to relate this
method to the wider debate about places as political contexts.

3.1 The locality debate reviewed

Towards the end of the 1980s, a number of studies considering the local responses to
economic restructuring in Britain were published, contributing to an emerging 'school’ of
locality studies. The best known among these was the Changing Urban and Regional
Systems initiative (CURS) sponsored by the Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC). Cooke (ed. 1989) provides one of the project's definitive statements. Two other
initiatives also considered the nature of locality responses : the Social Change and
Economic Life (SCEL) and Sussex Study projects (Duncan and Savage 1991). The
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relative importance of locality as an explanatory concept was different in each. The
reaction to the series of locality projects was animated, involving leading human
geographers who were not participants in the studies as well as non-geographers. (Each
of these projects were inter-disciplinary). At the heart of the debate has been argument
over the role of space as an explanatory factor in the process of social and economic
change, particularly the extent to which non-local (structure) or local (agent) forces are
dominant. This review is concerned mainly with the various critiques of locality research
but also with the attempts to clarify the debate and reject the dualisms which have been
counter-productive (such as the attempts by Lovering 1989 and Massey 1991).

It is not difficult to appreciate the attraction of research which focuses in depth on the local
expressions of social and economic change. A locality framework provides a concrete
spatial scale in which to make sense of the uneven developments of capitalism. Following
the turn towards structuralism in many areas of social science by the mid-1970s, localities
appeared to offer a firmer grounding in which researchers could conduct more obviously
‘relevant’ work. Yet it is no further than this point that the debate becomes polarised.
Arguments emerge not only over what locality research actually implies but over the
assumed motives of those participating.

Firstly an academic critique of the relevance of localities is advanced by those interested in
retaining the explanatory power of structural theories. From this position it is argued that
the growing internationalisation of capital provides it with greater powers to become freed
of the spatial fixes (the inertia) which bind human capital resources such as investments in
labour activity, housing and networks of interaction (Duncan and Goodwin 1988).
Therefore, if explanations of economic restructuring are sought, analysis which
concentrated on localities could only offer expressions of change (and partial ones at that)
not causal processes. The claims made on behalf of the locality concept by its most
enthusiastic proponents have tended to galvanise opposing positions in the debate.
Secondly a more thoroughly political critique of the initiative has been developed. David
Harvey is probably the leading proponent of this position, arguing that the choice of
studying localities is an explicitly political one. There is nothing ‘neutral’ (or 'innocent' to
use the earlier term) about this choice : it reflects a conscious movement against the
theoretical capacity of perspectives rooted in structures and returns to a narrower form of
empiricism more likely to accommodate the changing demands of funding bodies.
Feminist critiques have also been made (Gregson 1987 for example) on the grounds that
locality research limits the scope of enquiry into the position of women in local labour
markets rather than revealing how the motives of capital seek to reinforce gender as well
as class bias. Criticism of locality research has taken on a sharper edge in how the debate
has approached the emergence of postmodernism in geography.

3.1.1 Locality : within the "postmodern spatial paradigm” ?

At its strongest, the dispute over localities has been between those supporting

74



postmodernist and those in favour of neo-Marxist approaches. The link between some
types of locality research and postmodernism has been strong. Human geography is
distinctive for having incorporated much of the wider interest in postmodernism into its
mainstream debates. Although it is not difficult to understand how the link is sustained, it
should be stressed that there is nothing inherently postmodern about locality research
(Lovering 1989). A postmodern definition of locality is precisely that : one specific
interpretation among a number of different 'readings’ of the concept.

Under the CURS project, a number of detailed case studies of restructuring in local
economies was presented. In many ways this initiative was an original approach to spatial
transition, discussing localised growth poles (Lancaster for example) in the
deindustrialising North and areas of decline (Thanet for example) in the affluent South
(Cooke, ed. 1989). The series of reports could hardly be faulted for their choice of
localities or for their coverage of the broad dimensions of 'restructuring'. Criticism was
directed instead towards what had been omitted from the studies and in the limits to their
theoretical approaches. From the perspective of Massey (restated in 1991), who was
involved in developing the CURS programme originally, the essentialist view that all
outcomes could be explained by a metanarrative based on the workings of global
capitalism was unsatisfactory. Although the charge of reductionism would not be accepted
as a criticism at all by David Harvey for example, this view avoids difficult questions
about the uneven development of responses to each round of capital investment and
disinvestment. Thus the locality research was designed to study local responses to non-
local processes (‘from above') but also how local processes interacted with non-local
influences. In other words the mutuality of society and space was affirmed, similar to the
interaction between structure and agency in structuration perspectives. Neither the
reification of the collective nor the individual scale of decision-making was adequate
(Lovering 1989). Despite this outline, part of the locality school's efforts tended towards
reifying the agency potential of the local, leading to conflict with those whose scepticism
about the concept appeared justified.

On one side, the postmodern interpretation of locality was pursued with enthusiasm. This
approach is probably represented accurately by Lyotard's concept of local determinism.
The specificity of localities and their autonomy in creating new trajectories are emphasised
in this version. This abandonment of grander theories has provoked claims of 'spatial
fetishism' recalling earlier debates from the 1970s. Within the context of the CURS
project, participants were more qualified in their conclusions. Degrees of freedom within
limits were often identified for localities. In Cooke's overview of the studies (1989) the
unevenness of the outcomes is referred to :

"Localities are actively involved in their own transformation, though not simply as masters of their own
destiny" (Cooke, ed. 1989).

This conclusion appears to emphasise the agency potential of localities - or "pro-activity" -
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more than the structural limits of capitalism, but it is not synonymous with Lyotard's
position. More contentious however was Cooke's earlier assertion that "the salience of
'the locality' has objectively increased as a feature of the emergent postmodern spatial
paradigm" (Cooke 1987, quoted in Lovering 1989). The association between 'locality’
and 'postmodern’ has proved particularly significant. Opponents of the general uses of the
concept argue that locality research is closely related to the emergence of postmodernism
in academic debate, but unlike Lyotard or Cooke this is offered as a criticism. Emphasis
on localism for Harvey (1989) represents an anti-theoretical and anti-progressive
development. It is considered to encourage description rather than explanation and
moreover descriptions of specific studies at a superficial level. The processes which
influence the dynamism of places are not discovered in this way. If these exchanges mark
out the degree of polarisation in the debate, others have taken up positions which are less
easy to define. Lovering (1989) argues that there is scope for a more constructive
interaction between postmodern and marxist approaches and suggests a critical realist
perspective as one means of advancing the debate. He concludes that locality research
should continue but should be used to act as "windows onto wider processes" (p.10),
allowing explanation to include structural influences. Moreover the association with
postmodernism is revealed to be an association and not a necessary link :

"Despite the claims of some, the choice of a locality focus has no intrinsic relation to postmodernism"
(Lovering 1989, p.10).

Lovering's judgment that the debate has been unnecessarily polarised and that too many
unexamined assumptions have been absorbed gives a clue as to the direction of many
other analyses of the locality concept, as the following sections confirm. Thus the concept
itself need not suffer 'guilt by association' with any one definition even if some opponents
have based their arguments on this point.

3.1.2 Other approaches to 'locality’

The postmoderism versus marxism argument has been only one of many strands in the
debate. As the findings of each of the locality projects became available, the debate
progressed towards more intricate arguments. These have tended to emphasise how the
locality concept may be carefully defined (Cox and Mair 1991), its limitations (Duncan
1989; Duncan and Savage 1991) and how the dualisms in the debate have been largely
false (Massey 1991). In other words, attention has focussed more on the normative and
conceptual aspects of locality rather than on extending its practical uses. Jackson (1991)
has however suggested alternative approaches to urban and regional change which require
new methods to be used drawing on the engagement between geography and literary
traditions (specifically the cultural materialism literature). Some of these concerns
emerging after the immediate response to the main locality research being published are
now discussed.
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Instead of clear pro- and anti-locality arguments, more and less favourable positions can
be identified. Cox and Mair (1991) and Duncan and Savage (1991) in their contributions
to the special edition of the Environment and Planning A journal on the locality debate
appear to be representative of these positions. Two meanings of locality are discussed by
Cox and Mair : locality as localised social structure and locality as agent. The either / or
arguments advanced by those emphasising local pro-activity or non-local structures as
most influential in the fate of localities are not accepted. Cox and Mair consider that
localised social relations are significantly determined by how places interact with wider
shifts in capitalism. Restructuring 'from above' is often able to impose formidable limits
on the scope for localities’ manoeuvre. The starting point of the research projects however
was that the uneven development of localities (their different responses to disinvestment
for example) was not simply to be read off from economic restructuring. This would infer
a degree of passivity which did not coincide with everyday experiences. Thus a second
dimension is forwarded in the shape of locality as agent. Influenced by the structure -
agency ideas in structuration theory, most accounts differ in the extent to which agency is
accorded explanatory powers : localities are affected by wider socio-economic processes,
but how and where are these processes modified by locality effects ? How and where is
transformation interactive? Significantly Cox and Mair argue that the agency role of
localities is highly uneven. Localised social structure is considered to be the defining
element of locality. Further than this, localised agency would develop unevenly, but
agency presupposes structure, not the reverse.

Following this definition, the potential for 'locality as agent' is discussed. Cox and Mair
argue that the social relations produced and reproduced locally are rooted in how people
identify with them. If people come to see their interests as 'local' and are mobilised mainly
along these lines, then an agent role can be identified as salient. This process might be
related to the 'place marketing' and 'civic boosterism' strategies discussed by Cooke
(1989) and Harvey (1989). These commonly arise from a coalition of interest groups
(including commercial, business, industrial and political actors) who agree on ways of
selling places. Such strategies have more chance of succeeding in the terms set for them if
local populations can be persuaded to support them. Thus territorial interests are appealed
to (and not class-based interests for example) in campaigns designed to attract new jobs
for towns in competition with other towns. This does not require that all local interests
become oriented in the same direction : "like many social structures, the locality contains
many points of internal conflict” (p.204). It does require that the coalition of interests
acting on behalf of the locality is powerful enough to do so without significant challenges.
The emergence of locally-understood interests and identities mobilised along territorial
lines represents 'locality as agent'. It becomes more than a sum of constituent local parts.
Cox and Mair advance this concept in normative terms to suggest how agency roles might
operate rather than judging how particular localities succeed or fail in pursuit of these
roles. New benefits might be a condition for local people giving continued support for a
civic boosterism strategy. However, Cooke (1989) concedes that in terms of the obvious
benefit (job creation) ‘local pro-activity’ (if that can be considered as locality in the role of
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agent) has had only limited success. The points of internal conflict in localities may prove
more significant in the future as the meaning of places become more highly contested.

Whether or not this version of the agency concept can be separated analytically from
"locality as social structure’, Cox and Mair manage to put forward some challenging ideas.
Their references to local identity, the uses of territorial interests and analysis of the scales
at which processes operate undoubtedly advance the locality debate. They are aware that
the charge of spatial fetishism might be levelled against their concept but attempt to counter
this type of criticism by defining structure as the core element from which agency roles
can emerge. In fact the problem of reifying space or fetishism does not lie so much with
analytical concepts as with how actors do attempt to colonise place meanings for
themselves. In the context of this research, political actors might try to argue on behalf of
all the varied interests in their local authority : "the people of this town have had enough of
high spending and taxing. They want rid of this Council." Of course some of 'the people'
are represented in such statements but others are ignored. The process of communicating
political discourse can draw upon specific interpretations of localities and distort them.
Thus it can be an important site of power. The contribution of Cox and Mair is to identify
the mobilisation of locally-defined interests, developed further in the discussion of the
local authorities considered here.

A less favourable judgment on extending the locality concept is provided by Duncan and
Savage (1991) in their overview of the debate. As participants in the Sussex locality
project, Duncan and Savage stress that its main conclusions were different from those of
the more widely discussed CURS project. Although the Sussex group confirmed the
significance of spatiality, they were critical of how 'locality’ was being used elsewhere
(mainly by the CURS programme). To summarise, Duncan and Savage contrast their
view that locality has limited value with the Curs conclusion that localities are socio-spatial
objects having autonomous influence in their own right. This is a rather partial summary
of the CURS case studies, since they varied in the extent to which locality effects were
emphasised. It refers more to the 'pro-active agency' versions of localities as capable of
causing socio-economic change (which, as discussed, are not necessarily representative of
locality research in general). Duncan and Savage base their criticism on how locality has
been applied more than on any more fundamental objection to the term itself or the focus
on spatiality. The significance of uneven spatial development is virtually uncontested : the
argument is not about whether space matters. From this position they consider local
variations as expressions of how local social structures interact with the wider (extralocal)
processes of social policy, employment policy, taxation, patriarchy and race relations. The
emphasis of explanation is thus more firmly on structural parameters. This does not
exclude locality studies as a method (perhaps as the "windows onto wider processes"
suggested by Lovering 1989) but it does exclude locality as an explanatory concept. They
conclude by discussing the motives of some participants in the research projects. Again,
the idea of locality as a reaction to the structuralist theories of the 1970s is outlined.
Moreover, they suggest that the emergence of 'locality’ research is based largely on
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changing the label from 'region' or 'place’ because these terms appear less sophisticated
and certainly less empirical. This points to a legitimising strategy which Massey (1991)
for example would reject.

Locality is not dismissed in normative terms. For Duncan, in an earlier statement, it may
have potential but this should not be assumed. The common application of locality is a
case study in spatial differentiation iby another name : ‘old wine in a new bottle’ (Duncan
1989). This is not to devalue spatial analysis but to argue for its limits to be appreciated.
In contrast, Duncan's approach is to define locality in more rigorous terms as a unique set
of social relations in local context which interact to produce distinctive emergent properties
with the capacity to affect (and effect) other processes. He judges that such conditions are
exceptional not usual (considering the references to uniqueness, distinctiveness and a
whole which is more than the sum of constituent elements). Thus locality cannot be taken
for granted.

The review to this point should demonstrate how the term locality is far from having a
widely accepted meaning. It is likely that the debate appears inaccessible and marginal to
many geographers inside as well as those outwith the discipline. To conclude this section
of the chapter, the contributions of Massey (1991) and Jackson (1991) are reviewed.
These provide some ways towards making the debate clearer and more constructive. Some
of the points they make are taken up as links to the research theme for this thesis.

3.1.3 Places contested

"Many points of potential disagreement between the lines of argument may simply evaporate if clear
Y po P g g y simp po

distinctions are made” (Massey 1991, p. 277).

This view of the locality debate is that a number of key assumptions have gone
unchallenged and that what researchers mean by using locality concepts has not been
clarified far enough. For these reasons, much disagreement has emerged based on
suspicion of motives. Massey anticipated that shared ground will emerge if certain
positions are clarified.

A basic point, but nonetheless one that is significant, is that localities have been portrayed
as descriptive (or anti-theoretical according to David Harvey), concrete and empirical case
studies in contrast to the explanatory powers of grand theory. In common with Sayer
(1991), Massey points to the incorrect equation of these terms with distinct scales of
analysis and argues for a less rigid interpretation. Thus locality may be specific in the
sense that processes are considered in chosen places, but neither the method nor the theory
informing such research need necessarily be empirical. Similarly with the world economy
scale of international capital (Taylor's 'scale of reality' 1985), the approach may be more
general but this is not always synonymous with explanation, theory and abstraction. There
is certainly nothing abstract about the effects of economic restructuring for those people
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and places experiencing them. Theoretical insights can be constructed on the basis of local
as well as global perspectives. The categories associated with the scale division of social
and economic change have been based on traditions of research rather than any necessary
relationships. Massey's account is one rejecting the polarised nature of the locality debate.
[t outlines the potential for the concept, but makes no exaggerated claims on its behalf.
This implies that the value of locality will depend on what is being studied - no all-purpose
theory can be formulated for this reason even if the strongest advocates and opponents of
localities are ironically linked by their metanarrative approaches (whether rooted in the
local or the extra-local).

Massey suggests one way in which the locality concept has potential which is of interest in
this research. The four local authorities to be discussed are not intended as case-studies in
the sense of 'portrait’ snap-shots at one point in time. Massey argues that locality studies
were never intended to serve this purpose either. It is curious given the restructuring
context in which the CURS locality project was advanced that critics have characterised
the case studies as static descriptions. In replying to Harvey's conclusion that a focus on
the local is usually anti-progressive because of the difficulty of establishing broader
historical processes, Massey counters that places are not just about built environments and
points in space ("being") but about the changes in social interactions ("becoming"). Since
capitalism is not an object but a process, its effects are also dynamic : "Places can be
conceptualised as processes too." (Massey 1991, p.274)

Part of the problem with the locality reports was the lack of reference to wider theoretical
debates about the significance of space. These debates have generally followed the
application of the concept. Massey's theory of localities as "spaces for interaction” offers a
framework within which much of the research could be located but with a firmer
theoretical grounding. Within these spaces for interaction, some of the ideas raised by Cox
and Mair might be addressed. Massey also refers to the more subjective aspects of places
by discussing identities of place. By emphasising that identities are contradictory,
challenged and dynamic (as well as different for different interest groups within the same
places), this confirms that there is considerable scope for research into spatial
characteristics so far under-emphasised in locality studies :

"Identities are not aligned either with place or class; they are probably constructed out of both as well as
other things....and the relative balance between them will vary in any one encounter...” (Massey 1991,
p-276. Empbhasis added).

Drawing upon 'ideology of place' concepts (Murphy 1990 for example), Massey's
approach will be used to inform the study of local political contexts in this research, where
the poll tax experience will be interpreted as one such 'encounter'. As a cautionary note,
Massey concludes by stating that studies based around localities will sometimes be useful.
For other questions, the local level will not be the most critical scale in appreciating
everyday experiences. Even when localities are studied, the focus should not be grounded
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in the local scale. Localities are territories for interaction without fixed boundaries. (Thus
the local authority areas to be studied are not necessarily synonymous with those in which
identities of place are expressed). Non-local influences operate continuously and their
salience will be variable. Like the approach to locality provided by Cox and Mair (1991)
this suggests modifications are required to Taylor's influential locality - nation-state -
world economy model representing scales of experience, ideology and reality.

This review of localities concludes with a brief discussion of one of Jackson's (1991)
contributions to the debate. This is distinctive for its implications for research and writing
methodology. It is also distinctive for the absence of references to the many views on the
locality concept. Instead, Jackson seeks to extend the argument about urban and regional
change "beyond the increasingly sterile debate about 'locality’ " (p.225). The central
criticism in this account refers to the lack of cultural dimensions of social and economic
change in much of the localities literature. Where attempts to trace cultural change have
been made, Jackson considers them to be mainly poorly theorised. Emphases grounded in
the role of local labour markets as they intersect with economic restructuring are partial
because they falsely separate economy from society, culture and politics. He proposes a
wider engagement between human geographers and the cultural materialism literature
represented by writers including Clifford Geertz (whose 'thick description' approach has
been familiarised in cultural geography), Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams. This would
allow geographical accounts to be developed which make the relevant links between
cultural dimensions and material contexts without simply reading 'the cultural' off from
'the economic'. Jackson presents an example from his own fieldwork to illustrate how the
process of investment and disinvestment in neighbourhood housing markets are culturally
encoded and how images of areas within the city are transformed. Burgess and Wood
(1988) have written in a similar way about the investment and marketing links in London
Docklands.

What is interesting for this research is that the concepts introduced by Jackson, such as
Williams' ‘structure of feeling’, can be worked into locality research. Although some
expertise with this literature is needed before it could be applied effectively, its potential
can be appreciated. It has clear links with 'place ideologies' to be discussed here in its
enquiry into how places are experienced and interpreted through political influences. A
further idea which may be valuable in future research (although not discussed by Jackson)
is that of symbolic interactionism following Gregory's (1989) reworking of the Habermas
concept of communicative action. Gregory's account of contemporary human geography
is concerned with exploring deconstruction and reconstitution of existing theories,
forwarding Giddens' earlier structuration theory for example. This requires a recognition
of a literary perspective rooted in language usually associated with the arts ('texts’,
'codes', 'discourses', 'narratives') which has come to inform the work of a growing
number of geographers according to Cosgrove (1990). This new perspective in human
geography, which Jackson's work is clearly a part of, attempts to integrate alternative
ways of 'reading' space with a reaffirmed commitment to the spatiality of everyday
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experiences. Thus, Gregory (1989) discusses the Habermas concept of communicative
action as a useful means of addressing how interests are articulated and how conflicts are
negotiated. Political communication through party campaign literature is one source used
later. The weakness with the original concept however was the absence of a role for
space. While Habermas explained how symbols and texts are communicated, interpreted
and responded to, the uneven spatial progress of these events are neglected. Gregory
proposes a reworking (or in his terms a ‘reconstitution’) of the concept rather than its
abandonment by geographers in the shape of symbolic interactionism. The central concern
of Gregory's argument is with ‘the social constitution of place’. In one passage which
presumably Massey would support for her concept of locality, Gregory argues :

"In this light, place becomes a negotiated reality, a social construction by a purposeful set of actors. And
this is a two-way street because places in turn develop and reinforce the identity of the social group that
claim them."” (Gregory 1989, p.359).

Jackson is also agreed : all such analytical concepts - 'locality’, 'region’, 'place' -are
socially constructed rather than natural. If places do take on emergent properties then this
is a product of complex interactions between people and social processes, expressed
contingently in and across space. In this research, the possibility of place ideologies as
well as identities will be considered by studying how places are communicated in political
terms to the people living in them.

There is no objection in principle to using the term 'locality' in this research. The
conclusion reached by Massey (1991) and Sayer (1991) about the need to clarify precisely
what is meant by its application is supported here : this ought to be a necessary and
sufficient condition for using 'locality'. To stress the point, it ought to be sufficient. In
reality however, the concept has become loaded with contrasting and sometimes confusing
assumptions relating to much wider arguments. There are versions of locality which are
surrogates for statements on the agency versus structure and postmodernism versus
marxism debates. Although these are interesting in their own right, the main concern is to
avoid being diverted from the task of explaining the context for this research. This review
of the debate has influenced the decision not to use the term 'locality’ linked to the various
partisan definitions discussed. Instead concepts of place will generally be preferred. To be
clear, this is not based on a judgment about the merits of the terms in themselves. That
would truly become an argument in semantics. The terms are labels for wider concepts
and have no independent explanatory power. They do however communicate important
conclusions based on how they have been used in previous debates. In other words, the
social constructions even of the language drawn upon in research are significant. The
review of locality will be used to demonstrate an approach to places, their limits and
possibilities in political terms, which is developed in this thesis. Through its application
by other writers - represented in this chapter by Cox and Mair, Massey, Jackson and
Gregory in different ways - the concept of place provides a sounder basis on which to
study how political responses and values are experienced in local contexts.
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The discussion continues by introducing the four local authorities. many of the ideas
raised in the locality debate will be drawn upon. It is important to stress at this point that
the explanatory power of each place is not asserted, but rather is to be tested. Some factors
which made the poll tax response more detailed than is often assumed were local, but
others were apparently aspatial (played out through the national media for example). In
other words, these Districts are places in which to judge how important ‘place’ was. In the
remainder of this chapter, the recent political history of each authority is introduced,
concentrating on local government taxing and spending policies. In two of the councils,
conflict with the Government on this front characterised recent events; in the other two,
although for different reasons, fiscal issues have been less apparent. If Massey’s assertion
(1991) is correct, then this focus on the recent past and how place identities are negotiated
(‘becoming’) is as important as how they responded at the time of the fieldwork (‘being’).

The four Districts are all in Scotland’s urban central belt. Each is thus exposed to the
political arguments about Scotland’s relationship with Westminster. This debate is of
interest throughout the research. Moreover, each experiences competition by at least four
political parties. These authorities are partisan, in contrast to local government in Highland
or the Borders for example. The choice of specific authorities was then based on
differences of political tradition and budgetary approaches : Stirling and Edinburgh,
neither of which are ‘natural’ Labour territory, but where Labour administrations
confronted Mrs. Thatcher’s governments over taxation and ‘the local mandate’;
Inverclyde, traditionally controlled by the Labour Party but with an unusually strong
Liberal presence and an unremarkable fiscal history; and Eastwood, one of the
Conservative Party’s few consistently loyal Scottish Districts, distinctive for its low
spending and high value proprty resource base.

3.2 Stirling : Shadow Boxing in Scotland

"We are a high-profile Council, although we're not the biggest by any means in Scotland. We are a
political Council and | think also the fact that it is so close (ten Labour and ten Conservative councillors)
it gets a lot of publicity and people are aware of the fact...their vote does count here. And to be fair, both
parties put a lot into it....its a very lively place.” (Conservative District councillor, Stirling).

This description of Stirling's local government politics could almost have been made by
any of its twenty councillors. The Labour Group leader made a similar point during an
interview on the same day as the above interview was conducted. There however the
agreement largely ends. Partly because of the nature of local electoral competition, recent
history and the political actors involved, Stirling politics is among the most strongly
contested in Scotland. Some of the expressions of conflict will be considered in this
chapter mainly from the perspective of local politicians before the public reaction is studied
in greater detail in the following chapters. Stirling is discussed at some length since it has
experienced many of the most important changes in local and central government relations
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since 1980 in a high-profile manner. These raise questions beyond financial issues (the
main focus here) and beyond the scope of this thesis, although some are given attention.
For example, what are the legitimate functions of local councils : should they extend
beyond service provision ? Should they continue to extend as far as direct provision ? A
brief description of the political characteristics of the District is given as an introduction,
followed by a review of the changing policy priorities of the Labour Group on the Council
since 1980 using local election manifestos as a source of information. Changes in
emphasis over time by the same political actors are identified and these are related to both
local and national influences. The relationship between local political actors and the local

electorate is then considered using extracts from the Stirling group discussion conducted
in 1991.

3.2.1 Locating Stirling District

Stirling District, in Central Region, is not large in terms of its population (around 81,000
in 1993) although it is geographically extensive (Figure 3.1). The town of Stirling is
located at the District's eastern limit on the River Forth providing a commuting centre
(along with Glasgow and Edinburgh) for the western towns (including Dunblane, Bridge
of Allan and Callander) and a service centre for many smaller rural settlements engaged in
mainly agricultural and tourist functions. In closer proximity are the eastern villages
including former mining settlements focused on the Polmaise Colliery for example (Figure
3.2). Although the District as a whole has shown moderate population growth, this has
been concentrated in the 1980s in the western parts (particularly the Dumgoyne and
Endrick wards in the south-west, extending Glasgow’s commuting belt northwards
during the decade). The relative distribution of population in Stirling District is potentially
significant in local politics.

Three broad political areas can be identified on the basis of traditional electoral behaviour
in recent years. The outer areas are clearly differentiated between a strongly Conservative
rural west (accounting for eight of Stirling's twenty District wards if Bridge of Allan,
Dunblane and the Labour ward around the University area are included) where the other
main parties put up election candidates on an uneven basis and a group of four safe
Labour wards to the east of the town. Stirling town is more divided, the Conservatives
wining three seats and Labour five in 1988 and 1992. Two of the three Regional Divisions
chosen as representative of the District for the postal questionnaire survey (introduced in
Chapter Two) are located in the town area, where the differences over Stirling's politics
come into proximity and sharper focus. These political patterns are typically representative
of the socio-economic characteristics within Stirling's neighbourhoods. Three wards of
persistently high unemployment relative to the regional average are situated in the north of
the town (Cornton, Ballangeich and Gowanhill), including concentrations of poor quality
local authority housing and long-term, unskilled unemployment on the Raploch estate (the
only area of multiple deprivation in Stirling District). In contrast, Torbrex, King's Park
and Leckie wards in the central-west area of the town are predominantly characterised by
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high-income occupations, owner-occupied housing and low rates of unemployment
throughout the 1980s.

Since local government reorganisation, Stirling District has had a history of minority
political control, only once having a majority administration (under Labour control
between 1984 and 1988). Since then, both District elections have resulted in Labour and
the Conservatives winning ten seats each (although the party shares of the vote diverged,
Figure 3.3). In 1988 Labour retained control of the Council on 'the cut of the cards', a
bizarre game of chance repeated with Conservative success in 1992. It is likely that the
degree of interest in local politics among those closely involved with the Council exceeds
that of the public. Nevertheless, the political contests in Stirling (including those between
election campaigns) have generated much local debate given that two parties have realistic
prospects of putting their policies into effect. What is striking about Stirling are the high
turnout levels recorded in District elections : in every ward in 1988 at least 50% of the
electorate voted and a 68% turnout was achieved in the marginal Torbrex ward in 1992.
Relative to average rates of participation elsewhere, particularly in 1992 when the General
Election had taken place only one month earlier, Stirling's electorate is significantly more
likely to vote in local elections. Moreover, the correspondence between socio-economic
characteristics and turnout appear rather weaker than is typically the case : more people
voted in the Ballangeich ward (which includes Raploch) than in Kings Park in 1988 for
example. Although this could reflect higher levels of interest in political issues generally, it
is reasonable to look to local politics for a guide to these patterns.

3.2.2 Changing relations with central government

If the period of economic crisis in Britain in the mid 1970s was characterised by a gradual
and reluctant emergence of a 'responsibility ethic' among local authorities, wherein an
uneasy consensus was built as to central government's need to manage the national
economy (with implications for spending levels and grant payments) then the election of
the first Thatcher administration in 1979 soon influenced important changes (Elcock et. al.
1989). Central government continued the policy of fiscal restraint in local government
more rigorously than the previous Labour administration, implementing a series of
controls to reduce growth in local spending. These included grant reductions for
exceeding the firmer spending guidelines, selective rate-capping and new regulations on
the distribution of finance and subsidies between spending categories by councils. A
significant new development was the centre's commitment to enforcing the legislation by
using the legal system if necessary. The unambiguous political manner of the Thatcher
reforms raised the stakes in local - central government relations generally. In a more
specific and uneven sense, the stresses in many Labour-controlled urban authorities,
combined with the defeat of many Conservative Groups in the 1980 and 1984 local
elections and the subsequent election of "a new breed of young, radical politicians"
(Elcock et. al. 1989, p.105) more willing than their predecessors to overcome fiscal gaps
through local taxation, set up a period of high-profile confrontation between a minority of
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councils and the Government. At this time the term 'New Urban Left' was introduced into
the literature (Gyford 1984 for example) as a group of local Labour Party politicians
turned to local government in an attempt to overcome the Party’s failure to win power
nationally. Local socialism as a strategy was identified (Boddy and Fudge 1984).
Although conflicts might have been predicted, where when and how they occurred was
more difficult to estimate. Wainwright (1987) points to the "explosion of party and
popular democracy in the late 1970s and early 1980s" (p.97) and explaining the
unevenness of its expression in British local government wrote that :

"The fuses were lit by the new-style GLC and Sheffield Council. Sparks spread to London Borough
Councils and further afield to district councils in Scotland, Stirling and Edinburgh in particular..."
(Wainwright 1987, p.94. Emphasis added).

What is significant about these two Scottish examples (included in this research) is that
they were fairly unusual for Scotland in their pursuit of paths of confrontation with the
Secretary of State. The first point to make about Stirling then is that it was not
representative of Labour local government at either a Scottish or British level. To
summarise the most significant points of conflict over financial issues briefly (since these
will be considered again in the discussion of the rates protest in Chapter Four), Stirling's
first (minority) Labour administration (1980-1984) proposed budgets which would have
resulted in significant grant 'clawback' and large rate increases in 1982 and 1983 until
negotiations with the Scottish Office allowed something of a compromise to be reached
(the arguable conclusion of Elcock 1987). Following winning majority control in 1984,
the authority's spending Guidelines were exceeded leading to loss of grant resources. By
1986/87 however, the 8% 'overspend' proposed on current expenditure was penalised
heavily by the Scottish Office through withdrawal of most of Stirling's Needs Element
grant payment. Since by that time the Council received no Resources Element either or
Housing Support Grant, "its services were virtually entirely financed by locally generated
income" that year (Charlton and Martlew 1987, p.192). In the preceding financial year
(1985/86), the overall budget remained within Guidelines. Nevertheless the dispute with
the Government that year was the most protracted concluding ultimately in compliance
with central Guidelines in the Court of Session (Scott 1986).

This conflict centred on new legislation which effectively ‘capped' the resources which
could be transferred from the rates account to the Housing Revenue Account (the HRA).
In other words a ceiling was placed on the amount of Rate Fund Contribution, the RFC,
to the rent account. A non-statutory limit had previously existed with capital allowance
penalties being enforced for exceeding the Housing Expenditure Limit (HEL). The new
system however was considered as an instrument to control rent levels (and by implication
raise them) and as such was strongly opposed in Stirling. The legislation reduced the
authority's RFC limit by 37% compared with the previous year, prompting the
administration to initially ignore the ceiling. The result was that the Housing Account had
to be amended, resulting in a rent increase which the Government was largely seen as
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responsible for. Moreover the rate poundage based on the original budget also had to be
revised since this was judged to reflect an illegal RFC level. This particular dispute is
considered in the context of the 1985 rates revaluation and the political response to it in the
following chapter. The important point arising from this is one that faced a number of
local authorities including Liverpool City Council in spectacular fashion : to set a legal
budget, Government spending Guidelines would have to be complied with. This raised
the issue of the localmandate when both national and local government are democratically
elected and share their electorates. Stirling District Council argued that the Labour
administration had been elected to maintain and expand public services and oppose
Conservative attempts to cut spending; the Scottish Office argued that ultimately it was in
the interests of Stirling's population for central government to pursue its policies and
moreover it had the wider (national) mandate to do that.

It is worth noting that the factors leading Stirling towards a 'brinkmanship strategy’
(Elcock et. al. 1989) were closely related to the positions adopted by the leading political
actors locally. The Conservative Member of Parliament for the Stirling constituency
(almost exactly synonymous with the District's boundaries) since 1983, Michael Forsyth,
was closely identified with the Thatcher policies, being a member of government in the
third administration after 1987 and was particularly influential in advancing the idea of a
poll tax alternative to the rates. Until 1990 the District Council leader was Michael
Connarty, a member of Labour's Scottish Left Co-ordinating Committee (LCC) and the
Party's Scottish Executive. This juxtaposition of right-wing and left-wing philosophies
encouraged a highly polarised agenda to be contested in Stirling. The intensity of local
politics in the mid to late 1980s reflected the contrast between an MP who was seen as a
particularly visible reminder of Thatcherism in Scotland (which seemed distant for most
parts of central Scotland) and a council with a leadership considered to be obstructing
central legislation on local government and in some cases pursuing a deliberately
contradictory course. If a brinkmanship strategy could be identified in 1985/86, this
should not lead to a blanket classification of the Council. As the following analysis seeks
to demonstrate, the approach in Stirling was transformed over time from compliance to
'shadow boxing' via an approach to 'the brink' between 1980 and 1992, followed by a
more enthusiastic compliance strategy since then. This transformation reflects changes in
party control but also changes in priority and approach within party groups.

3.2.3 An analysis of Stirling Labour Group District election manifestos

Local party election manifestos have been analysed in an effort to gain an insight into the
changes in Stirling's contested political priorities. Probably moreso than for the various
other sources of data drawn upon in this research these should be treated cautiously. A
local manifesto is produced in the rarefied atmosphere of an approaching election, often
meaning that policy success is exaggerated while failures to implement previous policy
commitments are omitted (for a party seeking re-election). Alternatively, policy
commitments may be overstated by a party seeking to win control from its opponents
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whose behaviour may be emphasised in a particularly negative light. This source of
political communication is essentially selective, providing a partial and partisan account.
Unlike local election addresses (leaflets including candidates' messages distributed to
most households, the subject of previous geographical research and considered in Chapter
Seven), a manifesto is unlikely to be seen or read by the public in its original form unless
a local newspaper publishes extracts for example. Instead the value of this analysis lies in
the potential to trace the different priorities between parties as they contest the views of the
places they seek to represent or views of the legitimate role of the Council. These could be
examples of the 'encounters' identified by Massey (1991). In this example the changes in
emphasis of the same political actors over time are considered : Labour formed Stirling's
administration in minority and majority terms and then by the cut of the cards between
1980 and 1992. Three local manifestos are reviewed for this period (the 1984 programme
was not available), the expectation being that these will reflect what Labour decided to
present as its priorities to the public and also express changes in local and national politics
in this period.

(I) 1980 -1984

The Labour Party contested the District election in 1980 as the main opposition group in
Stirling to a minority Conservative administration and won minority control of the
Council. The title of its manifesto that year ("A Plan to end Neglect") revealed that Labour
concentrated heavily on criticising the inaction of "the unofficial alliance between the
Conservative Party and the SNP (Stirling District Labour Party 1984, p.1). This period
was distinctive for the emphasis on local factors as the key to the District's problems as
well as some solutions. The ruling administration was considered to have wasted housing
resources by failing to spend funds that had become available since 1977 and the
manifesto identified the approach of a Labour-controlled council to housing as a
significant change for Stirling. Although there was general criticism of Government cuts
in funding to local government, the emerging national policy context was much less
discussed than local problems. Thus the manifesto was very much 'of its time' and would
be significantly different from that published four years later.

One specific policy development was emphasised with some urgency. Reflecting the
enormous impact of the Thatcher initiative on council house sales (the Right to Buy
legislation), Labour in Stirling set out its position on housing under the title "No council
house sales" :

"Labour believes that local authority housing has no place on the private housing market and reinforces its
pledge to oppose the sale of council houses....high amenity housing will be sold to tenants at discount
prices, leaving poorer quality housing. The deficit left from....the subsidised selling prices will have to be
covered in an increased contribution from the ratepayer and those remaining in council houses....Labour is
committed to fighting any compulsory measures introduced to sell council houses and will implement the

five-year pre-emption of all houses sold to return them to the housing stock." (p.2).
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Opposition was based on the "danger of creating a series of council house ghettos" (p.2)
as well as the cost to ratepayers of subsidised sales to tenants. This extract alludes to the
error of equating 'ratepayer' with 'homeowner' which the Government also made and
attempted to integrate into its review of local government taxation following the 1985
revaluation protest. Again the message on housing in Stirling would change as the party
nationally approached a reluctant accommodation that sales would continue, even if
conflicts over housing finance would intensify. The central - local government disputes on
funding which were to mark out much of the decade were hinted at in the 1980 manifesto
as the adjustment of Rate Support Grant emerged. The District Labour Party established
its belief that :

"local government services, run in an efficient and beneficial manner, will be willingly supported by the

ratepayers of the District if their financing is seen to be fair and not punitive to any one set of ratepayers."
(p-13).

There were also early signs that, if Labour was elected in 1980, the Group would
establish its claim to the local mandate. This was reflected in a coded warning that the
Council would be pursuing its budgetary policy (which the Scottish Office would object to
in 1981/82 and 1982/83 for example) and in the commitment to :

"defend the local people's right to choose the representatives to local government - to run local government
- even if it means conflict with the present Government which threatens democracy as we have known it."
(p-13).

In summary then, the 1980 manifesto took an offensive approach, though mainly to the
local administration than to central government. It marked a change in Stirling politics and
a new phase in central - local relations : "the authority....moved overnight from a
relatively non-political atmosphere prior to 1980 to a highly political one...." (Charlton
and Martlew 1987, p.195). This was not simply a product of different parties controlling
different tiers of government since that had also been true between 1977 and 1979 (a
Labour national government and a minority Conservative District administration).
Changes in the organisation and expectations of the local Labour Party, allied with the
conflicts based on polarised political beliefs, resulted in Stirling searching for a time at
least for a route to 'local socialism'.

(IT) 1984 - 1988

The only period of majority control for any party since Stirling District was formed
occurred after the 1984 district election. By 1984 the extent of the dispute with the
Scottish Office was becoming clearer and the question of 'whose mandate is it ?' took on a
new significance. Although the manifesto for 1984 was not obtained, it is likely that it
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pointed to the central interventions by Government (through grant reductions and rate-
capping) as intrusions and as likely that the Conservative manifesto countered this charge
by arguing that the Council would not have lost grant income if it had not set ‘excessive
and unreasonable’ budgets. During the four year period of this administration relations
with the Secretary of State appeared to deteriorate rather than become calmer as Elcock
argues (1987) : room for negotiation narrowed, along with willingness to negotiate. As
with the parallel but more acute conflict in Edinburgh (Section Three of this chapter) it is
likely that talks were refused as Scott (1986) notes because of the nature of the dispute,
including the political actors involved. A similar dispute in other authorities may have been
negotiable with the Secretary of State.

(IIT) 1988 - 1992

The manifesto in 1988 reflected the very different set of circumstances that had emerged
since 1980. Although there was considerable emphasis on the Council's success in
implementing earlier manifesto commitments, a more defensive role was adopted
reflecting the election of a third Conservative central government since 1979. Over time
the emphasis shifted towards external influences on the Council's policies and hinting that
what the administration aimed to do (the basis of any manifesto) and what it would be able
to do might diverge considerably because of central government. The conflict over
financing local government was prominent, heightened by the forthcoming introduction of
the poll tax the following year. Past disputes with the Scottish Office, charges of
overspending and the polarisation of local politics did not deflect Labour from continuing
to blame cuts in grant resources for the unnecessary inflation of domestic rates (and by
that time rents as well, following the Rate Fund Contribution legislation in 1984) :

"Stirling District Council's policy on raising revenues remains the same - we will raise whatever monies
are necessary to fund the quality services the electorate demand. Obeying Government financial
restrictions would destroy our ability to respond to people's needs and demands.... We will continue to
fight for the freedom of local decision-making, whilst seeking to balance the interests of all local residents
in our budgets." (Stirling District Labour Party 1988, p.9, Emphasis added).

This extract is significant. It suggests that the strategy of brinkmanship which
characterised the Council between 1981/82 and 1986/87 was unchanged. In fact the
sentence emphasised in this quote represents the use of 'on the brink’ language rather than
a statement of what the Council intended to do. The directly confrontational approach
which the Government had always been likely to win in fiscal if not political terms (Scott
1986) now showed signs of giving way to something closer to a dented shield approach

(Lansley et. al. 1989), where the Council would attempt to protect the public from the
negative effects of Government policy while continuing to contest political ideas through
the media. Elcock et. al. (1989) would recognise this as a shadow boxing strategy where
the primary concern is to protect services and jobs although usually not to a point where
large grant penalties or capping are imposed. This is contrasted with the brinkmanship
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strategy of high-profile confrontation with central government. A typical element is a
philosophical commitment to public services funded through local taxation and support for
expanding provision and sometimes employment rapidly. Councils on the brink are

exceptional rather than typical, but few persist with brinkmanship strategies in the face of
certain defeat by the legal system. The argument then is that Stirling moved from close to
the brink to a shadow boxing role after 1986 in common with other authorities as the
General Election approached. After Labour losing nationally in 1987 however, most
authorities continued to shadow box rather than resume direct confrontation. There are
problems with the definitions suggested by Elcock et. al. (1989) if not the categorisation.
Their analysis needs to integrate a time dimension more clearly to accommodate the
movement of councils. Thus a continuum exists instead of a set of discrete categories.

The contest in Stirling, as judged by the 1988 manifesto, had begun to coalesce around
alternative issues and where 'traditional' issues were discussed the emphasis was
changing. (Housing remained a prominent subject, although the financial barriers imposed
against subsidising council rents were now the priority rather than pledging to halt the
privatisation of public housing). The poll tax and legislation on compulsory competitive
tendering (CCT) for some local authority services provided new issues for Labour to
oppose a central government considered to be entering its 'radical conservative phase'.
The disputes became no less political but there is some evidence that the debate widened :
not only were issues of whose and how much money was being spent important, but

ideas of public or private provision and the legitimate function of a local authority became
more prominent.

Again reflected in the title of the 1988 manifesto ("A Partnership with the People™),
Labour in Stirling borrowed more heavily than before from the language of consultation,
participation and decentralisation, expressed most obviously in its 'Going Local'
programme of neighbourhood offices for council services (p.7). Although this raised
criticism on the grounds of cost, more controversial were the Council's anti-discrimination
policies. Specific initiatives for women and children were developed including the Stirling
Women's Technology Centre (for training in computer skills), the Women's Unit (an
information and advice point), a Shoppers' Creche and Children's Play Development
Officers. These attracted political opposition and media attention also for their cost, but
more fundamentally because they raised questions as to how far a local authority should
pursue discretionary (or 'pet’) projects.

Finally the 1988 programme was significant because it pointed to a further development in
Labour's interpretation of the role of Stirling District Council, one of representation :

"Councils have an important role to play in bringing issues of public concern to the attention of the

electorate : a Scottish Assembly, low pay, peace information, international links, apartheid...." (p.24).
Thus a campaigning role was defined which local Conservatives strongly opposed on the
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grounds of irrelevance to the District and because a number of the issues were approached
in ways which Conservatives found politically unacceptable. Duncan and Goodwin
(1988) discuss the involvement of local authorities in campaigns such as for nuclear
disarmament and anti-apartheid for example. This manifesto then revealed changes in
Labour's emphasis, extending beyond the traditional issues of housing and taxation which
were tightly regulated by central government to focus on alternative but potentially as
controversial issues.

(IV) 1992

By the time of the 1992 local election Labour had been the ruling Group for twelve years.
The strategy of caution adopted under Neil Kinnock in the party nationally was clearly
evident in Stirling as well, confirmed by the change in leadership in 1990 when Jack
McConnell replaced Michael Connarty as Labour Group leader. (This contrasts with the
factors leading to the mid-1980s change in leadership in Edinburgh's ruling Labour Group
which also reflected a change in the political balance of power within the Group. In
Stirling, Michael Connarty resigned his Council seat to become a Parliamentary candidate
in the neighbouring town of Falkirk). The District contest in 1992 occurred one month
after a fourth national victory for the Conservative Party : Labour in Stirling as elsewhere
was forced to change its plans (calculated on the expectation of a Conservative defeat)
while local Conservatives anticipated making the single seat gain needed to secure control
of the Council.

The long-term shift in Labour's emphasis in Stirling was clearly discernible in the 1992
manifesto. The policy on revenue raising and spending made no reference to the
oppositional stance confirmed as recently as 1988:

"Stirling District Labour Party believes that Stirling District Council should be as efficient in the use of
its resources as possible within the guidelines set by the Government....We will continue to budget for
properly financed local services, while seeking to keep levels of taxation and housing rents as reasonable
as possible." (Stirling District Labour Party 1992, p.6. Emphasis added).

Moreover under a section headed "Value for Money”, the manifesto argued in favour of
improving the management of resources in terms of communication between departments
and between members (councillors) and officers. "Effective and responsive management”
and "the efficient use of resources” are representative of a departure in Labour's language
by 1992 (pp.6-7). As discussed below, there is more than one interpretation of the 'value
for money' pledge as represented by the different political parties in Stirling. What is
significant at this stage is how far the rhetoric changed compared with the first majority
administration (compare the highlighted quotes from the 1988 and 1992 manifestos) :
efficiency in service management and provision may always have been aspired to but
never afforded the same emphasis in a manifesto. In place of confrontational politics
Labour sought "a more flexible and supportive relationship between national government
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and local government.” (p.1).

It is difficult to judge whether this reflects the timing of the manifesto specifically, i.e.
written in the midst of Labour dismay at losing another general election or whether it
suggests an 'olive branch'. It is more probably an attempt to focus on central government
and contrast the 'supportive' relationship sought with Stirling's interpretation of recent
history. Following the recent national election, Labour attempted to turn inwards to
Stirling District, advancing a mix of defensive and offensive policies (recalling the 1980
manifesto although for different reasons). Unlike recent manifestos, in 1992 the
opposition Conservatives were concentrated upon through a focus on the 'threat’ posed by
a possible Conservative victory in the District. This certainly reflected the timing of the
election and was an attempt to counter the possibility of a post-election high for the
Conservative Party by defining the political space separating them from Labour's
programme. Past voting behaviour by the Conservative Group on the Council and
predicted cuts and privatisation policies were highlighted.

The progression towards 'alternative issues' identified in 1988 was confirmed in 1992.
Participation and devolution of control in communities was addressed : "Putting People
First" highlighted the achievements in Stirling in becoming the first Scottish District
Council to introduce customer contracts for individual services for example. Further, the
campaigning role was as prominent as four years earlier and support for a Scottish
Parliament (to be located in Stirling rather than Edinburgh) was restated with greater
urgency given the failure to achieve devolved government from Westminster through the
general election. (This was prominent in Labour and SNP campaigns for the local
elections. Liberal Democrats argued that although they supported a Parliament, a local
election was not the forum to debate constitutional change and indeed there was suspicion
that the issue was used to underline a commitment to Scotland out of fear of a coalition of
opposition voters uniting around 'Scottish issues' in protest at "English Tory rule”. In
Stirling however, this appeared to be part of a continuing commitment to the reform of
Scottish government, rooted in the strength of the links between the strongly pro-
devolution Scottish Labour Action (SLA), Scotland United and the Left Co-ordinating
Committee (LLCC) and leading Labour activists. Defining Labour's view of the role for
councils in such matters, the manifesto argued :

"We believe that local authorities exist to do more than directly provide services and that Stirling District
Council should be representative of the community....(It) should be at the centre of a network of local

agencies providing a democratic base for co-ordinated action to tackle local problems." (p.5, Emphasis

added).

This interpretation is clearly at odds with central government's encouragement of
minimalist local authorities, contracting services out to private providers and pursuing an
"enabling" role rather than one of direct provision (Lansley et. al. 1989). In other words,
the provision role which Stirling wanted to go beyond is not even conceded by central
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government, seeking instead a network of facilitators not direct funders.

The 1992 Labour manifesto, the only one reviewed here not to be implemented, marked a
transition towards cautious shadow boxing where the 'punches' would have been more
selective than previously, though no less committed. The fiscal disputes characterising the
mid-1980s became less prominent (although as this research seeks to demonstrate the
significance of local taxation did not decline) but new issues for conflict between the
administration and its local opponents had been opened up over its non-statutory
initiatives. It is likely that these would have continued to maintain Stirling's high level of
contested politics had the Council not swung towards the 'active compliance’ role that the
new Conservative administration was expected to provide after 1992.

3.2.4 Other views of Stirling politics

"The Council has come almost full circle, from one which whilst never accepting guidelines tried to
recognise their existence, to one which flatly opposed them, to one which still opposes them but is
beginning to recognise that if improvements in services are to be secured, some cost reductions must be
found to finance them." (Charlton and Martlew 1987, p.195).

This case study of Stirling District Council was based on financial year 1986/87, pointing
to a trend which became clear in later budgets. The evidence of local election manifestos is
one (incomplete) means of tracing the discernible shift discussed in the previous section.
In this part of the study other evidence is considered, drawing firstly upon interviews with
local political actors and secondly from the Stirling group discussion (both data sources
being from fieldwork conducted in 1991 as the Labour administration appeared to have
reached a shadow boxing role underlined by caution).

During an interview with one of the Conservative District councillors in Stirling, the
conversation turned to the financial strategy adopted by the administration and covered
issues such as pressures of local accountability in budgeting under the poll tax system
(further studied in Chapter Seven, as is 'economic voting') and taxing and spending levels
in recent history. The following extract, where the councillor is comparing the movement
in Stirling with the continued high-spending policies of Edinburgh, confirms that Labour
politics in local government had undergone a noticeable change in emphasis at least which
the Party's local opponents were prepared to concede :

"Our lot (the Labour Group in Stirling) have decided to take it more cautiously and, although they have
this history over many years of being very high-spending, we have seen....there is a deliberate policy
amongst the Labour administration to portray the new image of the Labour Party, of moderation and
responsibility and 'we will give efficient, good value for money...this is our constituents' money we're

spending and we've got to be aware of that'......
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It they do respond in that manner, you might say it makes our job harder as Conservatives, because they
arc now curbing what we consider was excessive expenditure....They very much had the image over the
past years that they were part of the 'Loony Left'...wild schemes and they would do it, and we have seen a
distinct change....It makes it harder for the Conservatives to give people a sharp choice if they have decided

to be less....." (Extract from interview with Conservative councillor, Stirling District).

In terms of local political strategy, and given the more polarised debate in Stirling
previously, I responded by asking the councillor if the Conservative response might be to

move further to the right (in order to take up the position that Labour accused them of
seeking if they won control of the Council) :

"Well that is one option, but....I personally wouldn't like to see that, certainly not in Stirling District.
Perhaps its been easy for us over the last ten years because of what you might call the extreme position of
the Labour Party. It was always easy for us to take up the moderate position of the middle ground...now
its going to be much more of a difficult choice (for the public) if you're not offering much of a difference.
But I still think, I know we can offer a significant difference because there are still certain elements of their
expenditure that they won't give up because they are dear...to the socialist heart...that we could trim and

sull offer the people good services but significantly lower costs.” (Emphasis in original).

Although this councillor was one of the more 'moderate' members of the Conservative
Group and she took a less cynical view of Labour than her colleagues might have, she
nevertheless identified a political problem for her party in the District which she suggested
could be overcome by the Conservatives emphasising that slow or no growth in spending
would not be an adequate response : 'trimming' (or cuts ?) would be necessary.

The former Labour Treasurer of the Council and leader between 1990 and 1992 was also
interviewed about financial strategy and provided interesting insights into how the poll tax
affected the budgetary decisions he made compared with those under the rating system
(see also Chapter Seven). He explained the administration's taxing and spending policies
without referring to any "deliberate policy"” of appearing more moderate as his
Conservative opponent had argued :

"In Stirling despite our reputation as a high-spending Council, I think we took very seriously every year
the economic impact of our rates decisions and we didn't take money from the local community without
giving it back, it was always for reinvestment, it was always for developing the town....Stirling's a boom
area.....that's not because people don't want to live here !" (Extract from interview with Labour councillor,

Stirling District).

In summarising his views on the issue of accountability to the public over using tax
resources he concluded :

"I do think that the central point in terms of local government accountability is the quality of the service
you provide and [ think quality is partly about the cost, but partly about the level and it’s partly about the
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way you do it.....If you're providing a quality service in the roundest sense of the word then you'll get
support at a local level, so the accountability thing comes in with what you're actually doing with the
money. People don't mind you taking money off them if they think you're using it well. People really
resent it if they think you're just blowing it away. And I don't blame them for that, I would feel exactly

the same way." (Emphasis in original).

Thus the Labour approach was to emphasise the relationships between taxes and services
as the crucial element in "getting the balance right” (in the words of the same councillor).
He also argued that the implication was that taxes could be set oo low as well as too high
and that public evaluations would include what people get in return for their taxes. This
then begins to define the concept of 'value for money' in the 1992 election manifesto and a
distinction can be traced with traditional Conservative interpretations of the concept. An
earlier case study of budgetary behaviour in Stirling may be helpful here :

"...the Conservative finance spokesman argued that the best way to compile a budget was to begin by
setting a limit on resources and make departments work within it, while the Labour councillors argued that
the size of the budget should be primarily determined by need.” (Charlton and Martlew 1987, p.189).

This distinction is based on a primary concern for tight financial control and the level of
local taxation and services respectively. Moreover it is possible to associate 'value for
money' objectives with both (Elcock et. al. 1989 arguing that the concept is more
controversial than assumed). The central difference is that Labour in Stirling refer to the
level of outputs relative to inputs whereas the Conservatives base their definition on the
overall scope of expenditure per se. The familiar charge of waste caused by overspending
cannot accommodate a 'value for money' approach by the Council according to the
Conservative Group because their interpretation is linked to a guideline 'ceiling' on
spending. It is not so much that Labour's discretionary initiatives (e.g. the Women's
Technology Centre and the Shoppers' Creche) are wasteful of the resources they attract;
instead it is their relevance that is questioned and therefore their value for money. For these
reasons the Conservative leader summed up his Party's programme if it won control of
Stirling in 1992 : "We'll be interested in basic core services and cutting out the political
frills." (The Herald, 9 May 1992, p.15).

From these considerations about the contesting approaches to local government politics, it
is not all clear what conclusions can be drawn as to the nature of the public's responses. If
Stirling could be included among the 'New Left' group of urban authorities in the first half
of the 1980s, does this imply that the electorate (or at least a section of it) was as radical ?
This important question has surprisingly failed to attract the attention that would advance
an understanding of the public's position in the political processes of local government. It
will be returned to in the later chapters in relation to the poll tax experience for the four
local authorities. At this point some evidence from the Stirling group discussion is
assessed to provide an indication of some of the general responses to the District's policies
in the recent past. Two questionnaire respondents (Jim and Margaret) participated in the
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discussion. Both of the broad characteristics of the administration were addressed : the
role of campaigning / representation and its financial strategies. The representation
function, particularly important since the mid-1980s, was discussed without prompting
during an open-ended assessment of the tax cost of services in the District. This extract
reveals an awareness of the Council's activities (among informed participants) :

Jim : 1 feel we are paying over the odds in Stirling, especially for some of the things which Stirling
District Council has come up with....I'm not being sexist but I don't see why we have a
Women's Group in Stirling, one in Falkirk...and then the same ones by the Region, a
Women's Group.

Margaret: I would agree....and I have a lot to do with women's movements. 1 think it is a waste of
money having all these Women's Groups...I'm not saying there hasn't been a lot of good work
done....they work really hard, but I think really it is a waste of money when there are other
things needing done.

Jim : Another one that rcally gets up me is the money that is spent in this twinning arrangement.
Especially in Stirling when they go and twin with a town in Nicaragua.

Margaret : Yes I would agree....I'm all for twinning...but there should be a lot of voluntary work....and it

shouldn't be funded out of ratepayers' money....It is just jobs for the boys a lot of the time.
(Extract from Stirling group discussion. Emphasis in original)

The international links identified as an issue of public concern in the 1988 Labour
manifesto and the representational function are both expressed in Stirling's town-twinning
decision. Twinning activity has adopted a higher profile in recent years with a number of
local authorities being accused primarily of suspected 'junketing' at the taxpayer's
expense (although attendance at international conferences have tended to attract greater
negative attention for the councillors involved than twinning exchanges). Most twinning in
Britain is with other European local authorities and Scotland is markedly less active in
establishing such links with communities in developing countries than English Councils
and particularly north / central European local authorities : beyond Nicaraguan links, only
one Third World ‘twin’ existed by 1990 (between Aberdeen District and Bulawayo in
Zimbabwe). These international activities have generally prompted the strongest reactions,
less on the grounds of financial implications than 'left-wing Councils' dabbling in issues
which are considered to be beyond their sphere of concern or competence, and that even
well-intentioned policies have often been ill-conceived and poorly administered (Dunion
1991). Dunion also points out that this dispute has occasionally become an element in the
protracted contest over the local versus the central mandate : central government,
particularly in the early 1980s in responding to the radical alternative trade links
established by the Greater London Council (GLC), has opposed the perceived attempts by
a small number of local authorities to promote an "alternative foreign policy”. Although in
the extract from the Stirling discussion Jim expressed concern about the choice of a
Nicaraguan twin town (while Margaret emphasised what she considered to be money
squandered) and possibly implied a left-wing motivation for the choice, the District
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