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WITH A NEW GOVERNMENT, WHAT IS THE 
FUTURE OF PUBLIC SPENDING?
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The future of 
public services

Source: Derived from Public Expenditure Statistical Analyses 2010. Horizontal 
dashed line indicates average for the period.

DEFICIT AND DEBT
The public sector defi cit (or surplus) is the 
difference between what the government 
brings in from taxes and other income during 
the year and what it spends. To bridge the 
gap, the government borrows money, usually 
over much longer periods than a year (the 
average period is 13 years in Britain, which 
is high by international standards). The total 
amount it has in borrowing at any one time 
is the national debt.

Figure 1. Spending on services 1987-88 to 2009-10
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The coalition government has vowed to protect 
spending on health and increase overseas aid 
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PUBLIC SPENDING AS A 
PROPORTION OF GDP
There are several ways of measuring public 
spending. For example: the total amount 
spent in cash terms; the same fi gure, but 
adjusted for the effects of infl ation; the 
amount spent relative to the size of the 
‘national cake’ – ie, public spending as a 
percentage of GDP (that’s Gross Domestic 
Product – the most widely used measure 
of national wealth).

Simply measuring total amounts spent 
is not very helpful, because it almost 
always goes up due to infl ation and growth 
in the economy. Even adjusted for infl ation, 
it tells us relatively little unless we compare 
it to something else. 

Probably the most useful guide is  
public spending as a percentage of GDP, or 
national wealth.

This tells us that whilst the US spends 
about a third of its national wealth on 
public activity, Scandanavian countries can 
spend up to around two-thirds. Britain, over 
the past four or fi ve decades, has usually 
been roughly in the middle – spending on 
average just under 43 per cent of GDP on 
public aims.

Figure 2. Total public expenditure as a percentage of GDP
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IT WAS BARELY 50 years ago that the 
motoring revolution took off in this country. 
Between 1958 and 2008, the number of private 
cars registered in Britain increased nearly 
sevenfold, from around four million to 27 
million. Over the same period, the total length 
of the road network only grew by about 30 per 
cent – from 308,000 kilometres to just 398,000 
kilometres. Yet these fi gures conceal a major 
revolution in motoring: the development of the 
national motorway network. 

Starting with just 13 km of the embryonic 
M6 motorway in 1959 (the Preston bypass), 
we now have over 3,500 km of motorway 
network. This has revolutionised longer 
distance road travel by roughly halving travel 
times between major urban centres. It has 
also led to major growth in orbital movements 
and out-of-town developments around major 
conurbations, such as the M25 (London) and 
the M42 (West Midlands).

The growth in vehicle numbers coupled 
with the development of a core high-speed 
road network has led to vast increases in 
annual road traffi c. Car use has increased 
nearly eightfold in 50 years, from 55 billion 
vehicle kilometres in 1958 to over 400 billion 
vehicle kilometres in 2008. Similarly, light-van 
traffi c has increased nearly sixfold. What will 
surprise many is that the distance travelled by 
larger goods vehicles has only roughly doubled 
over this period, mainly due to the increase in 
size and weight of the HGVs, enabling more 
goods to be carried in fewer vehicles.

Probably the parts of the country to be 
most affected by the growth in road traffi c 
have been our traditional urban areas – often 
blighted not only by the increasing dominance 
of road traffi c but by attempts to accommodate 
motor vehicles. The re-engineering of our 
cities has often resulted in poor physical 
environments, with one-way traffi c systems, 
long stretches of pedestrian guardrailing 
and unsafe and inconvenient pedestrian 
underpasses or bridges, contributing to 
reduced street activity in residential areas and 
the decline of the traditional high street.

But this brings us to the core of a 
transport paradox: many people have a love 
affair with their car, while many more depend 
on it to underpin their current living patterns. 
Most people believe that congestion is a 
major national problem but do not support 
new road building, in urban or rural areas. 
Despite governments periodically announcing 
plans for major new road building, this has 
not happened due to a combination of 
fi nancial, environmental and political 
reasons. So, what is the future for Britain’s 
road network? 

���������������������
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�����������������
����
����

What future for Britain’s road network?

As far as our major motorways and trunk 
roads are concerned, the main emphasis in 
the short- to medium-term is likely to be on 
extending the ‘managed motorway’ concept, 
through a combination of variable speed limit 
controls and selective hard shoulder running 
– as has been successfully trialled on the M42 
motorway in the West Midlands.

Contrary to intuition, reducing speed limits 
(thereby harmonising speeds and discouraging 
lane hopping) increases traffi c fl ow and 
avoids stop-start conditions when roads are 
close to capacity. This is cheaper and more 
environmentally and politically acceptable than 
motorway widening, although it can lead to 
increases in road traffi c. There may also be 
scope for selective new road building to relieve 
major bottlenecks, although recent concerns 
about the fi nancial viability of the M6 Toll 
motorway may make it diffi cult to secure private 
sector funds for such schemes.

Within urban areas the situation is different. 
There is a growing movement to improve the 
quality of our urban streets, as places that 
sustain economic, social and cultural life, and 
to reallocate roadspace away from private cars. 
In larger cities road traffi c has stopped growing, 
and there is a move away from travel by cars to 
public transport, walking and cycling. Here, most 
investment is likely to be in improving the quality 
of public spaces and encouraging travel by 
more sustainable modes, such as the cycle hire 
scheme recently introduced in London. 

In the longer term, many professionals 
believe that the solution to coping with traffi c 
congestion – and to ensure a steady stream of 
funds for transport-related investment – is to 

introduce road pricing, or ‘congestion charging’, 
thereby ensuring that people pay for road 
transport in the same way that they pay for 
electricity or, increasingly, water. 

Congestion charging was successfully 
introduced in Central London in 2003 but 
similar schemes have so far met with major 
opposition at referenda in Edinburgh and 
Manchester, and the West London Extension 
is due to be removed by the end of 2010. 
But the national shortage of funds and 
the localisation agenda of the coalition 
government may encourage local governments 
to reconsider some form of local charging 
scheme, but only if the terms of the deal 
change radically – away from penalising 
drivers for causing congestion and pollution, 
to a proposition of paying for a high-quality, 
reliable transport system.

The question of how much we expect road 
traffi c to grow underlies any discussion about 
the future of the road network. And here we 
face an unexpected problem: after decades 
of steadily increasing car traffi c, growth has 
levelled off in recent years – before any sign of 
recession – not only in Britain but in countries 
such as Australia, Japan and the US. It’s not 
clear why this has happened and whether 
the growth in car traffi c, which has continued 
steadily and surely in the 50 years since the 
motoring revolution took off in this country, 
has now come to an end. �
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The number of private cars on Britain’s roads has increased nearly sevenfold since 1958
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School league tables 
highly misleading

School predictions are so imprecise that few schools can be distinguished from one another
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A quarter of 
surgeons do not 
release their 
death rates
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Getting to 
the heart 
of the matter
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Will published death rates mean that 
senior surgeons operate on more high-
risk patients themselves?
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Research suggests that patients do not use 
reported deaths to inform their decisions

Research shows that abolishing league tables reduced the effectiveness of schools in Wales
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Abolishing league tables reduces 
school effectiveness

Policy reform 
in Wales 
reduced 
average school
performance 
and raised 
inequality
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www.publicservices.ac.uk/index.php/
research/managing-medical-performance-
a-pilot-study-to-investigate-the-impact-of-
surgical-performance-upon-clinicians-and-
managers
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WE ALREADY UNDERSTAND a lot about the UK 
education system, but it seems we are too easily 
distracted away from the obvious solutions to 
improve learning in our schools. 

According to recent McKinsey and OECD 
reports, the single most signifi cant means 
of improving the performance of national 
educational systems is through excellent 
teaching. Teachers really do matter and the 
quality of pedagogy – of what teachers actually 
do – is paramount. 

To put it another way, we could say that 
changes in the structures of schooling are less 
important. In my view, it is a contemporary 
tragedy that controversy on academies, free 
schools and the like distracts attention and 
resources from the basic core process through 
which learning takes place. 

The ESRC-funded  Teaching and Learning 
Research Programme (TLRP) has studied how 
to improve learning outcomes for over ten 
years. The work has been wide-ranging and 
covered learners of all ages in many contexts, 
including homes and workplaces as well as 
schools, universities and other formal educational 
institutions. In reviewing its fi ndings I’d pick out 
two big themes.

The fi rst is that informal social processes 
complement education in offi cial institutions. 
So the educational consequences of home life 
make a very big difference, as does the support 
for learning which occurs in many workplace and 
leisure activities. The reason for this is that in such 
situations the relevance of learning is clear and 
endorsed by others so that learning is seen as 
meaningful and worth striving for.

The second major theme from 
TLRP brings us back to the quality of 
teaching and support for learning. 
Irrespective of circumstances, the 
quality of the interaction between a 
learner and a more knowledgeable 
other makes the key difference. The 
teacher, whether professional, parent 
or peer, needs both knowledge to 
impart and the sensitivity to respond 
to the learner’s needs by providing 
encouragement and explicit feedback. 

At a football match in the park two teams 
of 12 year-olds battled it out. At 2-0 the coach 
of the losing side demanded more effort: “Keep 
your head up! Get at ‘em!” he shouted. And then 
at 4-0: “You’re not getting anywhere – don’t just 
boot it upfi eld!” In contrast, throughout the match, 
the eventual winners seemed more self-assured 
and received quieter support from the touchline. 
It turned out that their training programme was 
built from individual and group activities designed 
to encourage specifi c ball skills and teamwork. 
The learning was part of a programme which had 

��������������	�
�����
�����������
����	�


Back to school

been going on for some time and a key feature was 
that it included perceptive, constructive coaching.

And so it is with the education system more 
generally. It can’t respond to short-term injunctions 
because teaching and learning develop over the 
long term. And the particular organisational type of 
school, college, university or home is less important 
than the quality of what goes on there. 

Of course different types of provision lead to 
patterns in the outcomes, refl ecting the infl uence 
of social class, but also that effective institutions 
invariably understand the necessity for high-quality 
teaching. The fact that the quality of such processes 
is very signifi cant also helps to explain the many 

exceptions to prevalent cycles of 
advantage and disadvantage, and 
the potential for startling success 
against the odds.

My proposition is that the most 
cost-effective way of improving 
national learning outcomes is to 
invest in developing teachers’ 
professional expertise – whether 
in nursery, primary, secondary, 
further, higher or lifelong education. 

This teaching workforce already exists and is, for 
the most part, highly committed, but sustainable 
improvement will only come when teachers in all 
educational sectors are consistently challenged and 
supported to improve their own practice.

For many years, I’ve promoted the idea of 
‘refl ective teaching’ as a way of achieving this. TLRP 
developed an analysis of ‘ten principles for effective 
teaching and learning’ and another on powerful 
ways of thinking about curriculum, pedagogy and 
assessment. These initiatives encourage teachers 
to take responsibility for their professional learning, 
and to develop the judgement and conceptual tools 

which are necessary for improving the quality of 
teaching in action. The same ideas could be taken 
up, of course, by parents, employers and even 
governments. 

It’s time to stop playing politics with 
education. The development of self-confi dence 
as a learner builds on the relationships, continuity 
and expertise offered by others. 

Governments are certainly responsible 
for setting broad goals. For instance, those of 
the Education Reform Act of 1988 still apply 
to the school curriculum: to promote pupils’ 
spiritual, moral, social and cultural development 
and prepare all pupils for the opportunities, 
responsibilities and experiences of life. 

After that, governments should simply 
concentrate on maximising the conditions for 
educational success. Above all, in educational 
institutions, this means supporting the 
development of teacher expertise. Beyond 
that, the potential for enhancing learning from 
improvements in parenting, community and 
workplace provision is simply phenomenal – but 
that is a much more signifi cant cultural challenge. 
Why don’t we really focus on the relatively 
straightforward issue? To enhance learning, you 
must enhance teaching! Get it? ■

www.tlrp.org
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Good teaching includes perceptive, constructive coaching

Sustainable 
improvement 
will only 
come when 
teachers are 
consistently 
challenged and 
supported
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Academy schools: 
the policy U-turn

The worst performing schools typically became the fi rst academies 
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Figure 1. Percentage of year 11 pupils 
gaining 5+ A*-C (GCSE) or equivalent 

Figure 2. Percentage of secondary 
school pupils who are eligible for 
free school meals 
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Increasing the level of physical 
activity has great potential 
for improving the health of 
our communities
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Designs for life

Walking is 
an important 
and often  
underrated 
physical 
activity
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COMPETITION AMONG HOSPITALS��	�
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Children 
growing up 
with parents 
or siblings 
who smoke 
are 90 per cent 
more likely 
to become 
smokers 
themselves
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Healthcare 
competition 
saves lives
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NHS reforms in 2006 gave patients the 
right to choose their hospital
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www.homeless.org.uk

Off the streets
Does the London Delivery Board 

have the solution to end rough 
sleeping in London?

The Board 
is now focusing 
on stopping 
people sleeping 
rough in the 
fi rst place
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Homeless Link coordinates the Homeless 
Link Research Forum – an ESRC research 
initiative in partnership with the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, Communities and Local 
Government, Tenants Services Authority, the 
National Institute of Mental Health in England 
(NIMHE) and Homeless Link.
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The impact of 
the Browne 
proposals would 
be to reduce 
the cost to the 
taxpayer
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www.ifs.org.uk/publications/5307

Funding higher 
education
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Every £1 loaned by the 
government includes a 27 pence 
contribution from the taxpayer
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NOT ANOTHER REVIEW! We’ve already had the 
1999 Royal Commission, the 2006 King’s Fund 
review, the 2009 Department of Health Green 
Paper and White Paper of 2010. We can now 
expect a report from the Adult Care Funding 
Commission which will investigate the funding 
options for social care at all ages. 

Can it really be this diffi cult? Well, yes it is 
diffi cult, but the understandable reluctance of 
elected governments to get to grips with costly 
long-term issues does not make things easier. 
What is clear is that with the number of over-65s 
needing social care expected to rise from 2.6 to 
4.1 million over the next 20 years, we need to 
turn our minds now to the sort of disability care 
system that will be needed to cope. It’s important 
to keep an open mind, without loading the policy 
debate against particular ideas. For example, 
the emotive branding of one funding option as 
a ‘death tax’ during the last election was not a 
helpful contribution.

Before demanding radical reform, it’s a good 
idea to examine how the present system works. 
Our system involves two types of support: A 
disabled person can apply for home services 
or residential care from their local authority; 
and there are also centralised cash benefi ts 
(Attendance Allowance or Disability Living 
Allowance) to help meet the extra costs that 
disability brings. These parallel systems have 
separate application and assessment procedures.

The key issue is targeting – in other words 
do people in need of support generally receive it 
and does support normally only go to those who 
are in need? 

The debate on targeting often 
relies on weak evidence. Recent 
research based on detailed information 
from the Family Resources Survey 
covering thousands of older people 
suggests that disability-linked cash 
benefi ts are quite well targeted. There’s 
no convincing evidence of them being 
claimed by large numbers of people 
without signifi cant disabilities, although 
it has been estimated that there could 
be as many as two million people 
potentially eligible under current rules 
who don’t receive them. 

Despite the fact that you don’t have to be 
poor to be eligible, in practice benefi ts tend to 
go to people who would be poor without them 
because people on low incomes are more 
likely to be severely disabled and thus more 
likely to apply for benefi ts. Research suggests 
that if the existing system of disability benefi ts 
were replaced by one restricted to people who 
are both disabled and poor, the savings would 
be moderate (around £1.7-3.5 billion a year, 
compared to a current budget defi cit of £105 
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Caring for our elderly

billion) but still leave large numbers of disabled 
older people facing life on low incomes.

We know less about the targeting of publicly-
funded local care services. There are big differences 
across Britain in the way that need is assessed, 
and how home and residential care services 
are delivered and charged for. ‘Local services to 
meet local needs’ might be an attractive idea to 
some, but it is less transparent and consequently 
harder to ensure that adequate standards are 
met everywhere.

The alternative to a dual system is a unifi ed 
system with a single needs assessment, opening 

the door to whatever support the 
disabled person is judged eligible 
for – in other words, a National Care 
Service. Survey evidence suggests 
surprisingly little overlap between 
the two current systems: only two-
thirds of over-65s receiving local 
authority home care services also 
report receiving disability benefi t, and 
of people receiving disability benefi t, 
only one in seven also received care 
services. So each system tends to 
miss a lot of people with care needs. 

Assessment of disability requires judgement 
and two claim assessors with the same information 
may arrive at different decisions. Also, some people 
may pursue a claim for one but not the other 
form of support. So access to support is a bit like 
a lottery – there is only a probability of a needy 
person receiving it. If this is so, then a ‘one-stop 
shop’ is riskier for the disabled person than a dual 
system, just as it’s riskier to stake all your money 
on one horse, rather than two. A unifi ed system 
may increase the number of people who get no 
support at all.

And then there’s the question of who pays 
for all this. At present, local authority care is 
means-tested in most of Britain but (almost) 
free in Scotland. Means-testing for residential 
care is contentious and, in England, offers 
support only to people with less than £23,250 in 
assets, including the value of their house. It then 
‘confi scates’ the whole of that person’s income, 
except for £22.30 a week for personal expenses. 

The asset test has led to complaints that 
people lose their homes as a result of moving 
into care. But let’s be hard-headed about this: 
Most stays in care homes are rather short (around 
two years on average) and end with the death 
of the person receiving care. They generally occur 
because disability becomes too severe for it to 
be safe to continue living at home – so it’s the 
need for continuous care, not the means test, that 
robs people of their homes. Selling the house is 
a sensible step – it generates a capital fund and 
releases property for the next generation. 

If a pensioner on the basic state pension 
with a house worth £150,000 moves into a care 
home costing £500 per week, then this self-
funded care home stay will typically deplete the 
value of the asset to around £114,000 at death. 
Only 15 per cent of the cost of the care home is 
met by the care-receiver from income, the other 
85 per cent by his or her adult children who will 
receive a bequest £36,000 less than they would 
under a system of free social care. 

A key role of the means-test is to act as 
insurance against running out of money if the 
stay in residential care turns out to be unusually 
long. What it doesn’t do is test the means of the 
people who eventually pay for care – the children 
of the cared-for person. The adult children of 
home-owners tend to have higher-than-average 
incomes, so it’s people who are already relatively 
well-off who gain most.

So perhaps we don’t need a revolutionary 
change in the system of public support for 
disabled older people. The combination of 
universal disability benefi t and separately-
assessed residential care funded from assets 
where they exist doesn’t seem so bad as a 
structure. Perhaps we should concentrate on 
making the system work better and more simply, 
rather than overthrowing it. ■
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The number of over-65s needing care is due to rise 
by nearly two million in the next 20 years

Do people in 
need of support 
generally 
receive it and 
does support 
normally only 
go to those 
who are in 
need?
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