





























































































































LIFE IN BRITAIN IN 2010

tolerant and 57 per cent less happy. To sum up, 55 per cent agreed with
the proposition that the country was heading in the wrong direction and
major changes were needed, while 35 per cent agreed with the proposition
that the country was heading in the right direction with no major changes
needed.

Theseattitudes are mixed, changing and at times contradictory; and
they will not necessarily be reflected in voting in elections. Nevertheless,
they suggest that some of the major changes of the past decade have been
widely welcomed and are now accepted as fixed foundations from which
to make further progress in the coming decades; but that others have been
introduced against the grain of public opinion, have become less accepted
with the passage of time, and may well be checked orreversed in the future.

Underlying many debates on policy in Britain are two sets of
attitudes. One is individualistic, stressing the merits of initiative and
self-reliance and the advantages for society stemming from the drive of
enterprising individuals for self-advancement. The other is collectivist,
emphasising the virtues of community mindedness and social concernand
the advantages of public provision of common services. During the 1950s,
1960s and 1970s the balance of public opinion moved now towards one of
these sets of attitudes, now towards the other, and government policies
reflected these oscillations, but mostly within the bounds of a broad band
of consensus around the middle of this spectrum of attitudes.

In the 1980s there was a break from this consensus approach, with
a sharp and vigorous shift of policies towards the individualistic end of the
spectrum. The evidence of attitude surveys and opinion polls suggests that
public attitudes have not moved along with this change of direction and
that there is a growing feeling that some policies have gone too far. It may
therefore be inferred that in the course of the next two decades electoral
pressures are likely to cause policies to move back towards the previous
longstanding balance between individualistic and collectivist attitudes.

This tendency is likely to be reinforced by the increasing degree of
involvement in the European Community where, despite sharper changes
in individual countries, in the Community as a whole there has never yet
been any prospect of an outright majority for policies reflecting either end
of the spectrum, and policy decisions have normally reflected a
compromise consensus around the middle.

In the next chapter we look at the economic implications of three
broad approaches to policy which reflect different tendencies in social
attitudes: individualistic, market-oriented policies; more collectivist and
interventionist policies; and strategies reflecting strong concern for
environmental protection and a shift in production and consumption
patterns towards more ‘sustainable” development.
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