


















































































BRITAIN IN 2010

A survey in 1983 found that 69 per cent of respondents thought the
highest priority should be given to keeping down unemployment, as
opposed to 27 per cent giving top priority to keeping down inflation; b~
1986 the former majority had increased to 75 per cent against 20 per centP
but in 1989, with unemployment down and inflation rising, an opinion
poll396 found 43 per cent giving priority to the control of inflation against
36 per cent to the reduction of unemployment.

In 1979 37 per cent favoured spending more on health, education
and welfare services, even if that meant higher taxes, while 37 per cent
favoured cutting taxes, even if that meant spending less on health,
education and social servicesP98 by 1987 the proportions had changed, 66
per cent wanting higher spending on services and only 11 per cent wanting
tax cuts; while in 1989 two different polls showed ma10rities of 58 to 21 and
71 to 20 in favour of higher public s~ending. 96,399 International
comparative surveys undertaken in 198539 found that the proportions of
people in Britain wanting higher government spending on health, pensions
and education (88, 75 and 75 per cent respectively) were substantially
higher than in the other countries studied - West Germany, Austria,
Australia and the United States.

Despite (or because of) dissatisfaction with the present state of the
health service, the service has been the area most highly and consistently
favoured for more public spending (followed by education and pensions)
in a series of polls and surveys.388~89,397,399

International

In a recent poll,397 42 per cent believed Britain's influence in the world had
declined over the past decade, as opposed to 31 per cent thinking it had
increased. There was diminished enthusiasm for defence spending,
overwhelming enthusiasm for President Gorbachev as the most
outstanding world politician of the 1980s, but still a majority for retaining
the British nuclear deterrent.

Forty-three per cent now expect there will be a United States of
Europe before the end of the century, as against 37 per cent who do not;
and 63 per cent think Britain should be part of a greater European
confederation including Eastern Europe.

Review of the decade

In an opinion poll in 1989400 39 per cent said they felt better off at the end
of the decade than at the beginning, and 40 per cent worse off; 47 per cent
felt their quality of life had improve~against 27 per cent who felt it had
declined. In another survey in 1989 01 reviewing the changes over the
decade, 58 per cent said they believed over the previous ten years Britain
had become more prosperous, but 84 per cent said we had become more
arrogant, 78 per cent more selfish, 70 per cent less honest, 69 per cent less
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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.

These attitudes 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 wellbe checked or reversed 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 concern and
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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