
 You know that feeling when you're trying to get your head around something really 
important, maybe for work, maybe just because you're genuinely curious and you're 
just, uh, wading through information. Yeah, tons of articles, dense reports. Exactly. And 
you just wish someone could pull out the really crucial bits, those aha moments, but 
you know, without it feeling like a lecture. 

 

Well, that's pretty much what we aim to do here. Welcome to the Deep Dive, your 
shortcut to getting properly informed. And today we're tackling a topic specifically for 
anyone wanting to quickly, but you know, thoroughly understand government 
devolution. That's right. We've gone through a whole load of analysis on government 
devolution looking, particularly at the uk. 

 

It's um. Quite a subject. Long history, lots of moving parts, and some really fundamental 
tensions baked in. Absolutely. Our sources really get into the nitty gritty, what devolution 
actually is in practice, how it developed in the uk, the, uh, the big arguments for and 
against it, the nuts and bolts of how it's structured and the impact it's actually having. 

 

What you, our listeners should get from this deep dive is a really solid, clear 
understanding of devolution, especially how it works or sometimes doesn't quite work 
in the UK with all its quirks. Yeah, we'll look at how it operates. The good bits, the tricky 
bits, the, you know, the main debates and really why it matters if you're interested in UK 
governance. 

 

Exactly. The aim isn't to overload you, but to guide you to those key insights that make it 
all click into place. Think of it like your curated guide to the essentials. We've done the 
sifting for you. So our mission today is pretty clear. Yep. To pull out the absolute core 
insights from all this analysis on UK government devolution and lay it out in a way that's 
clear, engaging, and actually sticks. 

 

Okay, let's dive in right at the beginning. What exactly is government evolution? Okay, so 
at its heart. Devolution is basically the transfer of specific powers and responsibilities. 
They move from a central government down to, uh, subordinate, local or regional 
bodies. Right? And crucially in the uk this usually happens through an act of parliament. 

 



I. A statute, it grants a certain amount of self-government, and the goal is, well, the 
underlying aim is generally to bring decision making closer to the people it aOects. The 
idea is, you know, to boost democratic accountability and make government more 
responsive to the local needs. So in the UK that means Scotland, Wales, Northern 
Ireland, they've all got their own parliaments or assemblies and executives with these 
devolved powers, correct. 

 

But England's diOerent. It's more mayors and combined authorities, not a separate 
English parliament. Precisely. England's path is distinct and it's worth remembering as 
our sources point out. This isn't some brand new idea. Oh, right. It has a history. Yeah. 
The UK scene forms of it before and it happens globally. 

 

Yeah. Some even see it as a sort of modern way to handle pressures that historically 
might have led to things like well colonization or decolonization. Okay. Here's where it 
gets really interesting though. Our sources flag this like fundamental tension in the UK 
model. Mm-hmm. Legally, it all comes down to Westminster Parliament's authority. 

 

They could technically change or take back the powers, right? In theory, yes. Yeah. 
That's parliamentary sovereignty. But politically, the whole point is to boost local 
democracy, make it feel permanent, so. Unlike US states with constitutional powers are 
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland kind of operating on Westminster's permission. 

 

Well, yeah, that's a really good way of putting it. There's this inherent potential clash 
between Parliament's ultimate legal power and. The political aspiration, the sort of 
democratic legitimacy of these devolved bodies. Mm. It creates this ongoing, um, 
constitutional ambiguity, right? And that ambiguity is really what separates devolution 
from federalism. 

 

Okay. Let's nail that down then. What's the clear diOerence? People often seem to use 
those terms almost interchangeably. The absolute core distinction is sovereignty. A 
federal system. Think the US Germany sovereignty itself is constitutionally divided 
between the central and the regional levels. So the states or region's powers are locked 
in the constitution. 

 



Exactly. They're constitutionally guaranteed. You can't just change them with a normal 
law. It needs a whole constitutional amendment process. Usually it's much more 
embedded. Okay. And devolution, devolution operates within what's called a unitary 
state, like the uk. And the fundamental principle there is parliamentary sovereignty. 

 

Westminster Parliament has the ultimate lawmaking power. So even though powers are 
handed down. Technically Westminster could change or even repeal the laws that set 
up devolution just through the normal legislative process. That potential reversibility, 
even if it's politically diOicult, is the key legal diOerence. 

 

But I saw a mention in the sources of the UK being quasi federal. What's that about? If 
it's not legally federal, uh, well, that term comes up because the practical reality of 
devolution in the UK is quite significant. You've got powerful devolved bodies running 
huge things like health and education. 

 

Right. It feels quite substantial. Exactly. So some argue that in practice the UK has 
moved beyond a purely unitary model. Even if the legal theory hasn't caught up. And 
then you have things like conventions, the Sewell Convention, for instance, designed to 
manage how Westminster and the devolve legislators interact. 

 

Hmm. It all adds layers. Making it look a bit like a federal system in day-to-day 
operation, hence quasi federal. Interesting. Okay, so stepping back, why do countries 
do this? What are the main principles behind devolution? Our sources pull out several 
key ideas. First oO their subsidiarity. Subsidiarity. 

 

Yeah. The idea that government stuO should be handled at the lowest eOective level 
possible, closest to the people aOected. The aim is to reflect local needs better and get 
more public buy-in. Makes sense. Local people know local problems best usually. What 
else? Then there's accountability and responsiveness. 

 

Bring decision making closer and theoretically people can more easily see who's 
responsible for what. And those devolved bodies should be more tuned into local 
priorities. Ah, like the directly elected mayors in England, they're a clear example of that 
accountability idea. Exactly. A very visible figure with a local mandate. 

 



Got it. What other principles? Clarity and transparency are important for it to work well. 
Everyone, citizens, policy makers, needs a clear understanding of who does what. 
Otherwise, it's just confusing. Right. And alongside that, collaboration and partnership 
are crucial. DiOerent levels of government still need to work together, respect each 
other's roles, manage shared issues, sort out disagreements. 

 

And specifically for the uk, there's something about balancing unity with diversity. Yes. 
The Silk Commission in Wales highlighted that this need for solidarity. The UK acting 
together, sharing resources, but also accommodating the distinct national identities 
and needs of Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland through these tailored setups. 

 

Okay, but the source also mentioned a gap between theory and practice. Oh, definitely. 
For example, the UK is quite fiscally centralized. The central government holds most of 
the purse strings. That can really limit how much practical autonomy devolved bodies 
have kind of undermining that subsidiarity principle. 

 

And the complexity of who does what, can sometimes make accountability less clear, 
not more. Right? So the ideals are one thing, but how it actually plays out is well 
complicated. Let's get into that history then. How did the UK end up with the system it 
has now? Yeah, it definitely didn't happen overnight. 

 

It's been a long and pretty uneven journey. Understanding that history is key to 
understanding why it looks so well asymmetric today. It wasn't some grand design from 
the start. Not at all. It's more been a series of responses to specific political pressures 
over time. That's a big reason for the unevenness. 

 

So where did the first seeds of this idea come from? In the uk, you can trace elements 
back quite far. The home rule movement for Ireland in the 19th century was a big one. 
Didn't succeed initially for Ireland, but it put the idea on the map for other parts of the 
UK too, and Scotland. Well, Scotland always kept its distinct legal and education 
systems After the union. 

 

Over time, more administrative functions started being handled within Scotland. That's 
administrative devolution. But what about actual lawmaking power? When did that first 
appear? In the modern uk, the first big example was Northern Ireland, the Government 



of Ireland Act in 1920. That set up the Parliament at Mont, which ran from 1921 until it 
was suspended in 1972 during the troubles. 

 

Okay, so Northern Ireland was first with a Parliament. What about Scotland and Wales? 
After World War II calls for more autonomy grew again in both places. Nationalist feeling 
arose. People questioned central government. That led to the Kill Branded Commission 
in 73, which recommended devolved assemblies for both. 

 

The government tried it. Yeah. The labor government in the late seventies held 
referendums in 1979. But it was a setback. Scotland voted yes, but not by enough to 
meet a specific threshold they'd set and wheels actually voted no. So it stalled again, 
what kickstarted it properly. The big turning point was Tony Blair's labor government 
winning in 1997. 

 

Devolution for Scotland and Wales was right there in the manifesto. Learning from 79, 
presumably exactly this time. They held the referendums first in September 97. 
Scotland voted strongly yes. For a parliament with tax powers. Wales was much closer, 
but still a narrow yes for an assembly and that led directly to the institutions. 

 

We have now, pretty much Parliament passed the Scotland Act, government of Wales 
Act, and Northern Ireland Act in 1998. I. The new body started work in 1999 and 
Northern Ireland's path was tied up with the peace process absolutely devolution. There 
was a core part of the Good Friday agreement with a unique power sharing setup. 

 

It's had a rockier road, though the periods of suspension and direct rule from London 
before things got going again. Meanwhile, England's story was totally diOerent. No 
English parliament. Yeah. Very diOerent and much more fragmented as the source says. 
The main early thing was the greater London Authority Mayor and Assembly after a 
referendum in 98, but attempts at regional assemblies elsewhere failed. 

 

They did. A vote in the Northeast in 2004 rejected the idea quite strongly, and later some 
existing regional development bodies were actually scrapped. So how did we get the 
mayors we have now in places like Manchester or Liverpool? That was a later phase 
starting around 2014 with the greater Manchester agreement. 

 



It set a pattern of bespoke. Devolution deals negotiated individually? Yes. Between 
central government and groups of local councils, forming a combined authority. A key 
part was usually creating a directly elected metro mayor, and that model has spread. It 
has, we now have quite a few mayor combined authorities. 

 

The government's tried to put more structure around it with things like the leveling up 
white paper, setting out tiers of powers. Mayors can get. And we've seen Trailblazer 
deals giving even more powers to places like Greater Manchester and the West 
Midlands often linked to simplifying local council structures too. 

 

It really sounds like as one source, put it a process, not an event. That sums it up 
perfectly. The 1998 acts weren't the end of the story. Powers have been added over time 
for Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. Through more acts like what sort of powers? 
Wales got more lawmaking ability. Scotland got significant tax and welfare powers later 
on. 

 

Even English devolution keeps evolving. It's driven by demands from the nation's 
political changes like the s and p success and sometimes central government strategies 
using devolution to manage pressures or boost regional growth. So constant change 
unlike a fixed federal system? Exactly. And that varied history explains the asymmetry. 

 

The reasons for devolution were diOerent everywhere. Peace in ni, national identity in 
Scotland, a more gradual path in Wales, mainly economic drivers in England. Often it's 
been a tool used by the center to deal with specific challenges. I. That history really 
helps make sense of why it looks like it does. 

 

Okay, so let's switch to the why. Why do people argue for devolution? What are the 
upsides? Well, supporters make a strong case that it brings real benefits starting with, 
um, democracy itself. How so? The basic idea is shifting power closer to people, makes 
government more accessible, more representative of what they actually want. 

 

It gives people more of a say in things that aOect their daily lives. So a stronger 
connection between people and government. Yeah. And that feeds into better 
accountability too. If decisions are made locally or regionally, it's argued, citizens can 
more easily see who's responsible and hold them to account, you know, at the ballot 



box or just through public awareness, like with the English mayors, again, one person to 
hold response precisely. 

 

And when these bodies are set up with public consent, like through referendums, they 
have that extra democratic legitimacy. It can also open up new ways for people to get 
involved in policy beyond just voting every few years. Okay. Another big argument seems 
to be tailoring policies better to local needs. 

 

Yes, that's key. Local leaders usually have a deeper understanding what the source calls 
tacit knowledge of their area's, unique economy, social issues, culture compared to 
Whitehall, so it avoids that one size fits all problem. Exactly. Devolution lets you design 
policies that fit the place. Think about Welsh farming policy reflecting its importance 
there, or Scotland shaping its own education system. 

 

It can mean more eOicient use of resources and hopefully better results locally. What 
about innovation? Does having diOerent regions doing their own things spark new 
ideas? Absolutely. It can turn the country into a kind of policy laboratory as the source 
says diOerent places can try out new solutions to common problems like improving 
public services or boosting the local economy, like smaller scale experiments. 

 

Yeah, and if something works well in one place, others can learn from it, adapt it, try it 
themselves. You get this cross-learning sharing. Best practice could be in health and 
social care, integration skills, training, regenerating cities. Lots of areas. And then finally, 
the economic case. How might devolution boost growth? 

 

It's often presented as a tool for that. Empowering local leaders, especially mayors in 
England, lets them create economic strategies tailored to their region's strengths and 
weaknesses. Focusing on local industries and skills. Yes, and coordinating things better. 
Transport skills, housing. Planning if those are joined up locally, it can be more eOicient. 

 

Plus, if regions have more power to raise their own taxes, fiscal devolution, right? It can 
give them a stronger incentive to grow their economy because they see more direct 
benefit from a bigger tax base. Some research suggests a link between fiscal 
decentralization and national income. Though it's, uh, debated, but the core idea is 
more eOicient resource use quicker responses to local economic needs, driving growth. 



 

Those all sound like pretty strong arguments for it, but like any big government change, 
there must be downsides. Wrists. Oh, absolutely. Devolution isn't a magic bullet. It 
comes with significant potential risks and challenges that need managing. Okay, let's 
start with the practical side. More government layers must mean more complexity. 

 

It certainly can you risk overlapping responsibilities, confusion about who's in charge of 
what, which isn't great for the public or businesses. The UK system, especially the 
English patchwork, gets criticized for this. That leads to ineOiciency potentially. Yeah, 
duplication of eOort. If things aren't coordinated well, you might also lose economies of 
scale you'd get from doing things centrally. 

 

Good coordination between all the layers becomes vital, but it's hard. And of course, 
setting up and running these extra institutions costs money. Another worry you hear is 
that it could make inequality worse between regions. That's a real concern. If richer 
regions are better placed to use new powers, they could pull further ahead. 

 

And fragmented evolution like in England might create inequalities between neighboring 
areas with diOerent deals, and the asymmetry itself causes issues. Yes. The fact that 
diOerent parts of the UK have diOerent powers makes UK-wide policy harder and fuels 
political tensions. Think about the arguments over MP voting rights. 

 

The West loathing question and worries about whether funding systems like the Barnett 
Formula or English local government finance are fair and reflect actual need. Evolution 
could end up baking in existing inequalities if you're not careful. What about national 
unity? Could devolving power pull the country apart? 

 

That's a significant risk, often raised. Empowering distinct regional or national identities 
could potentially fuel separatism, especially if the relationship between the center and 
the devolve parts isn't handled well. If there's a lack of trust or respect and us versus 
them dynamic. Exactly. It can also make coordinating national policies tricky, where 
responsibilities crossover, you get conflicts over priorities, funding powers. 

 

We've seen that with things like the UK Internal Market Act causing friction and it all 
depends on the devolved body is actually being able to do the job well. Absolutely 



crucial. Just giving powers isn't enough. They need the expertise, the money, the data, 
the leadership devolve too fast without building that capacity, and you risk policy 
failures, which damages trust. 

 

It's not just the devolved bodies either as a, no, the central government, Whitehall also 
needs to understand delution properly and have the skills to manage those complex 
relationships. Our sources suggest that's been a weakness sometimes in the uk, plus all 
the practical hurdles, new agencies, IT systems, staOing proper scrutiny. 

 

We touched on it, but. The West Lo in question keeps coming up as a specific UK 
problem. Can you just unpack that again? Sure. It's a direct result of the UK's 
asymmetry. Basically MPS from Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland can vote in 
Westminster on laws that only aOect England on things like health or education, which 
are devolved in their own areas. 

 

But English MPS can't vote on those same issues in the Scottish Parliament or Welsh 
send. Exactly. So. Some see it as a democratic deficit for England. Decisions about 
England can be influenced by mps not accountable to English voters on those issues. 
There was an attempt to fix it. Yeah. English votes for English laws or EVL, but that was 
scrapped. 

 

The basic issue is unresolved. It feeds this wider sense that England is treated 
diOerently. The sort of gaping hole in the UK's devolve setup because it lacks its own 
parliament. It seems like a lot of the pros and cons are really linked, aren't they? 
Tailoring policies versus fragmentation. Local accountability versus overall complexity. 

 

That's a very good point. It's rarely all good or all bad. The outcome really hinges on how 
devolution is designed, what powers are transferred, how it's funded the institutions, 
and crucially the quality of the relationships between governments. Funding seems 
particularly critical in shaping whether the risks outweigh the benefits and the UK's 
unique asymmetry while reflecting history definitely creates ongoing challenges. 

 

Okay. Let's get into those mechanics then. How are powers and funding actually divided 
up? What are the key structures? Right. The basic division of powers is set out in those 



big acts of parliament, the Scotland Act, Wales Act, Northern Ireland Act. They draw the 
lines. There are diOerent ways of drawing those lines. 

 

Reserved powers versus conferred powers. Yes. DiOerent models. Scotland and Wales 
now use the reserved powers model. That means everything is devolved unless it's 
specifically listed as reserved to Westminster. It potentially gives broader powers. And 
the other way, Wales initially had conferred powers where only the powers explicitly 
listed were, uh, devolved. 

 

Anything not listed. Stayed with Westminster. Northern Ireland has its own unique 
system. Transferred powers like devolved, reserved Westminster leads, but Mont can 
legislate with consent and accepted Westminster only. And typically what gets devolved 
health education generally, yes. Health, education, local government, housing, 
agriculture environment, transport within the nation. 

 

Economic development, culture, sport, those tend to be devolved. And what stays with 
the UK government? Usually the big constitutional stuO of foreign aOairs, defense, 
immigration, the overall economy, broadcasting, nuclear power, employment law, most 
social security and pensions. But you said it's asymmetric hugely. 

 

The details vary a lot. Policing and justice. For instance, devolved in Scotland and ni. But 
not Wales. Social Security powers diOer significantly. Tax powers vary quite a bit too. It's 
definitely not a uniform picture, and the Sewell Convention fits in here somehow. You 
mentioned it earlier, right? It's a constitutional convention, not strictly law, but 
important. 

 

It says the UK Parliament will not normally legislate on devolve matters without the 
consent of the relevant devolved legislature. They need a legislative consent motion. 
Exactly, but that phrase not normally. Yeah. Has become really contentious, especially 
after Brexit with arguments about whether Westminster has overridden the convention. 

 

It's acknowledged in the Scotland Wales acts now, but still debated. Okay, so that's 
Powers. What about the money? How is it all paid for? Uh, funding just as complex and 
just as asymmetric the main mechanism for Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland 
getting money from the uk Treasury is the Barnett formula. 



 

The famous Barnett formula, how does that actually work? Okay. It was introduced back 
in the seventies. It basically calculates the annual changes to the block grants for the 
devolved nations. It looks at spending changes on similar services in England and 
applies a population share to work at the increase or decrease for the others. 

 

So it's only about the change each year based on England spending precisely. It doesn't 
set the total amount, the baseline. Crucially, it doesn't directly account for diOerent 
levels of need or the cost of delivering services in diOerent places. Right. And these 
block grants are the main source of money? 

 

Yes. The biggest chunk, and generally they're un hypothecated, meaning the devolve 
governments have a lot of flexibility in deciding how to spend that money. Based on their 
own priorities, but they can raise their own taxes now too. Fiscal devolution. 
Increasingly, yes, Scotland and Wales have powers over property transaction taxes, 
landfill tax, and importantly, some control over income tax rates in bans. 

 

Northern Ireland technically has the power to set corporation tax but hasn't used it and 
controls domestic property taxes. How do they manage the interaction between these 
new taxes and the block Grant? Through fiscal frameworks. These are agreements 
between the UK and devolved governments setting out the rules, like how the block 
grant gets adjusted to account for devolved tax revenues and rules around borrowing 
powers. 

 

The idea is to be fair, not penalizing or rewarding them. Just for using their tax powers. 
But even with these tax powers, the UK is still quite centralized financially, very much so 
compared to many similar countries. Devolved and local governments in the UK raise a 
relatively small slice of the total tax pie themselves. 

 

They still rely heavily on central government grants and English Local council funding is 
totally separate. Again, yes, a whole diOerent system. Central Grants Council tax 
keeping some business rates. It's widely seen at incredibly complex, often criticized for 
relying on competitive bids for short-term funding pots, and using outdated ways to 
assess needs, which can lead to big disparities. 

 



Lots of calls for reform there. So there's this big contrast. Lots of devolved power in 
some areas, especially legislatively, but the money is still largely controlled centrally. 
Exactly that mismatch between policy power and financial cloud is a key feature and a 
key source of tension in UK devolution and the sheer complexity of how powers are 
divided. 

 

Asymmetrically just adds another layer of challenge to making it all work smoothly 
together. All these diOerent layers and governments obviously need to talk to each 
other. How well does that actually happen? What's the state of these intergovernmental 
relations? IGR. Yeah, given how complex the UK system is, how well the UK government 
and the devolved administrations work together or don't is absolutely critical. 

 

That's IGR. It covers all the interactions, formal and informal between ministers and 
oOicials. And why is good IGR so important? Well, you needed to manage policies where 
responsibilities overlap. Tackle shared problems like climate change or pandemics, sort 
out disagreements over powers or money. And just generally make sure the country runs 
coherently. 

 

How did it used to work for years after 1998? The main structure was the Joint 
ministerial committee, the JMC, but got a lot of criticism, not transparent, didn't meet 
often enough, wasn't great at actually resolving disputes, often felt dominated by the UK 
government. I. So they tried to fix it? Yes. In January, 2022, a new IGR framework came in 
after a review involving all the governments. 

 

It's based on principles like mutual respect, trust, communication, transparency, 
accountability, and new structures. Yeah. A three tier system, a top council with the PM 
and heads of devolved governments, a middle tier for cross-cutting issues, and then 
specific policy groups, plus revised ways to handle disagreements. 

 

Has it made things better? Are relations smoother now? Well. The structures are there, 
but challenges definitely persist. Relations have often been described as strained, 
especially since Brexit, which created new arguments over returning powers and the UK 
internal market. What are the ongoing problems? 

 



Things like lack of trust, complaints about poor consultation from the UK government, a 
feeling that devolution settlements aren't always fully respected. Disputes over funding 
the internal market acts impact and Westminster legislating on devolve matters without 
consent breaching the Sewell Convention spirit keep causing friction. 

 

So the framework isn't enough on its own, it seems not. Its success. Really depends on 
political will, goodwill, constructive engagement from everyone. There are also worries 
about whether Whitehall really gets devolution and has the capacity to manage these 
relationships well. You might need a deeper cultural shift, maybe even clearer 
constitutional rules, not just new committees. 

 

You keep mentioning the UK system being asymmetric. How does that specific feature 
impact these relationships and the overall system? That asymmetry diOerent powers. 
Institutions funding across Scotland, Wales, and I and England is fundamental. It's very 
diOerent from more symmetrical federal systems where states or regions tend to have 
similar powers and it really shapes how the diOerent parts interact. 

 

I. Why did it end up asymmetric? We touched on history, but what's the justification? 
The main argument is that it allows tailoring to the unique histories, identities, and 
political demands of each part of the uk. It reflects those diOerent paths to devolution 
we discussed. But what are the downsides of that? 

 

Unevenness? It makes life complex for the central government trying to manage it all. It 
creates those constitutional quirks like West Loath. It can fuel perceptions of unfairness 
leading to demands for parody. We want what they've got, or even feeding 
independence movements if relations are poor. And it can create power imbalances. 

 

How does the UK compare internationally on this? Good question. Spain's state of 
autonomy is also highly devolved and very asymmetric, partly linked to its own historic 
nationalities, and it sees similar territorial tensions. Germany as a federal system is 
much more symmetrical between its lender. Canada is mostly symmetrical provincially, 
but Quebec has a distinct status. 

 

What's the really fundamental diOerence between the UK and federal states like 
Germany or Canada? It comes back to the constitutional status. In federal systems, the 



region's powers are usually constitutionally guaranteed. Sovereignty is shared in the UK 
because of parliamentary sovereignty. The devolved bodies are created by statute law, 
technically subordinate to Westminster. 

 

The UK's asymmetry is partly historical accident, but it's also been continued by this 
preference for bespoke deals. Especially in England, rather than a more uniform, 
constitutionally embedded approach. So the structure, the funding, the asymmetry, 
they all shape the dynamics. Okay, let's look at the bottom line. 

 

What actual impact has devolution had? Have policies really changed? Has the 
economy improved? Well, one of the clear S is definitely policy divergence. The diOerent 
nations have used their powers to go in diOerent directions, especially in big areas like 
health, education, social policy. Can you give some examples of that divergence? 

 

Sure. In Health England often focus more on market mechanisms and targets in the 
NHS, while Scotland and Wales put more emphasis on collaboration integration, 
ditching the internal market. Specific policies diOer to free personal care in Scotland. 
Abolish prescription charges and whales. For many, even the covid responses were 
distinct across the four nations. 

 

And education. Big diOerences there too. Mm-hmm. Curriculum exams, school 
structures, funding levels. Scotland having no tuition fees for Scottish students at home 
is a major one. England introduced the pupil premium for disadvantaged kids Social 
policy too. Yeah. Scotland and NI used devolve social security powers to soften the 
blow of some UK welfare reforms. 

 

Scotland's setting up its own Social Security agency and tax divergence is growing 
diOerent income tax rates and bans, and Scotland and Wales, diOerent property taxes. 
So definite policy diOerences, but has that translated into better economic 
performance or more eOective government overall? That's where it gets much more 
complex and the evidence is, well pretty mixed on the economy. 

 

While boosting regional growth is often a goal, especially for English evolution, proving a 
direct causal link is hard. What does the data show since 1999? Looking at GVA per 
head, there haven't been huge shifts in the relative performance of Scotland, Wales, 



and NI compared to the UK average productivity gaps that were there before, devolution 
are mostly still there, especially in Wales. 

 

And ni, does that mean devolution failed economically? Not necessarily. Things might 
have been even worse without it, but it shows that many other factors influence 
economic outcomes. Global trends, UK wide policies, political stability, which has been 
an issue in NI policy choices made the capacity to deliver underlying skills gaps. 

 

It, it's complicated. And what about making government more accountable and 
eOective? Has that happened? I. Again, the evidence is mixed. Bringing government 
closer can boost accountability and trust. But the extra complexity we talked about, the 
overlapping responsibilities can sometimes blur the lines and make it harder to know 
who's responsible. 

 

So eOectiveness depends on a lot on the quality of the institutions themselves. Robust 
scrutiny in the parliaments, eOective audit bodies. And even then some evidence like 
surveys from whales suggest people might still feel quite disconnected. A really 
interesting point from the sources was about a disconnect between policy divergence 
and outcome divergence. 

 

Yes, that's crucial. We see diOerent policies being pursued, but outcomes especially in 
health or overall economic performance haven't always diverged to the same extent. 
Education outcomes show a bit more variation. Why would that be? It suggests that 
factors beyond devolved control. Underlying social conditions, shared pressures like 
aging populations, funding constraints via Barnett, UK wide trends. 

 

Global factors still play a massive role. It makes judging the success of devolution really 
diOicult, especially because people disagree on what success even looks like, and it's 
hard to know what would've happened otherwise. Wow. Okay. We have covered a huge 
amount of ground there. From the basic definition, the UK's unique history, the 
arguments for and against the nuts and bolts of powers and funding those tricky 
intergovernmental relations right through to the impacts on policy and outcomes. 

 

What are the absolute key takeaways for our listener? Okay. To boil it down, devolution 
is about transferring power locally. But in the UK it's crucially diOerent from Federalism 



because Westminster legally remains sovereign. The UK system is very asymmetric, 
diOerent setups everywhere, and it's constantly evolving, not static. 

 

Right. I. There are strong arguments. It can boost democracy and tailor policies, maybe 
even drive innovation and growth, but there are real risks too. Complexity, inequality, 
straining national unity, needing enough capacity, and the structures are complex. 
Definitely powers and funding are divided Asymmetrically. 

 

Creating tensions, especially around funding and how the governments relate to each 
other. We clearly see policy divergence as a result, but the impact on overall outcomes 
like the economy is much more nuanced and harder to pin down. So for you, our 
listener, hopefully this deep dive has given you that solid foundation, that clarity on a 
really complex but vital part of UK governance. 

 

We hope some of those points, maybe the fact devolved power could theoretically be 
taken aback or the extent of financial control still held centrally, or that mixed picture on 
economic impact where those aha moments we aimed for Indeed. And now thinking 
about all this, here's a final thought to leave you with. 

 

Given all these inherent tensions in UK devolution, the center versus the nations, the 
constant evolution, the unresolved questions like English governance. What do you 
think might be the next big constitutional development or the next major challenge for 
the relationship between Westminster and the devolve nations or maybe within England 
itself? 

 

Yeah, it's clearly a system. Still very much in flux. Definitely plenty more to think about 
and explore regarding the future of how the UK is governed. 


