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Chapter 5

Representative democracy in Scotland  
and the UK

The role of political representatives
The UK is a representative democracy, which means that the electorate votes 
in elections for the people they want to represent them. These representatives 
then make decisions on behalf of the electorate. MPs and MSPs have both 
mandatory and discretionary roles and responsibilities that they carry out.

Scrutinise: To examine 
something closely.

Key term

SQA requirements
To be successful in this section, you should know about:
H the effectiveness of parliamentary representatives in holding 

government to account.

What you should know 

Remember
You will have studied in depth the effectiveness of 
representatives in either the UK Parliament or the Scottish 
Parliament. In the UK Parliament you may consider both 
the House of Commons and House of Lords. In the Scottish 
Parliament there is no second chamber and it is select 
committees that hold the Scottish Government to account.

MPs
Vote in the House  
of Commons

One of the most important roles of an MP is the power to vote in the House of Commons. 
Before a bill can be passed as legislation, MPs must individually vote ‘Aye’ or ‘No’. MPs will 
usually vote in line with their party’s wishes but their voting decision should be made on behalf 
of their constituency. In June 2015, the European Referendum Bill was passed in the Commons 
by 544 votes to 53, which allowed the EU referendum to take place on 23 June 2016.

Attend adjournment 
debates

Debates are held in the chamber on a daily basis, providing MPs with the opportunity to 
represent their constituents in Parliament. In debates, the executive is forced to account for its 
actions. Adjournment debates allow backbench MPs to speak on an issue of importance to 
their constituents.

Attend Question 
Time

MPs are given the opportunity to question a government minister on an issue in the House 
of Commons. This gives MPs the opportunity to scrutinise the work of the government. 
Most of the questions are ‘seen’ questions, where ministers are allowed to prepare an answer 
beforehand. The questions are chosen by the Speaker of the House and, as the vast majority are 
not able to be asked in the allocated time, written answers are given to these instead.

Attend Prime 
Minister’s Questions 
(PMQs)

PMQs takes place every Wednesday and during this time the prime minister is questioned by 
MPs about government decisions and current affairs. Although this may not necessarily affect 
government decision-making, it does affect party popularity and how a leader is viewed.

Table 5.1 The role of an MP
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Part Two: Democracy in Scotland and the UK Representative democracy in Scotland and the UK 

MPs
Membership of 
committees

Most MPs are members of committees in the House of Commons. Committees give MPs an 
opportunity to scrutinise the work of the government and influence a specific area of decision-
making. Committees reflect the balance of power held in the House of Commons and 
therefore if a party holds a large majority, it can be difficult for the committees to challenge the 
government effectively. There are different committees in Parliament, including Select, Public 
bills and backbench business committees.

Propose Private 
Members’ Bills

MPs also have the opportunity to propose their own bills. At the beginning of each 
parliamentary session, 20 applications for Private Members’ Bills are selected to be debated for 
a whole day by the House of Commons. Private Members’ Bills rarely reach the later stages of 
the legislative process (see Table 5.2).

Undertake 
constituency work

MPs have important roles and duties that must be carried out in their constituency. The most 
important role in the constituency is to hold regular surgeries. However, they must also attend 
meetings in the local community, visit local areas and attend social events and maintain a high 
profile in the local media.

Remember
Reforms have been made to strengthen the effectiveness of 
UK committees. Chairpersons are now elected by secret ballots, 
and other members are also chosen by their parties via secret 
ballots, thus reducing the whips’ inf luence. A backbench 
business committee determines business before the House on 
35 days per session.

Table 5.2 Success rate of public bills which start the legislative process in the House of Commons

Session Percentage of Government Bills receiving 
royal assent

Percentage of Private Members’ Bills 
receiving royal assent

2007–2008 92 3
2010–2012 89 3
2014–2015 100 6

Source: Politics Review, November 2016

MSPs
Propose motions 
and debates

MSPs are able to propose motions in Parliament. These motions can be about local, national or 
international issues that affect Scotland. 

Attend Question 
Time

Similar to the system in Westminster, every Thursday morning MSPs participate in a general 
Question Time whereby government ministers are questioned on their departments. Written 
questions can also be submitted. Every Thursday afternoon, First Minister’s Question Time is 
held, where the first minister is questioned on issues.

Join committees Committees exist to scrutinise the work of the Scottish Government and may conduct inquiries 
into specific areas. In 2012 the Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee conducted an inquiry into 
the Government’s green energy target. Donald Trump was called as a witness as he is regarded as an 
expert on tourism. He gave evidence on the effect of wind farms on tourism. From 2011 until 2016, 
the SNP had a majority in each of the committees, which weakened the ability of opposition parties 
to scrutinise SNP policy. Committees also have the power to propose new bills.

Vote at Decision 
Time

A further role of MSPs is to vote on issues in Parliament. At the end of parliamentary days, MSPs 
can vote at Decision Time, where votes are passed on any issues debated that day. MSPs are 
normally instructed how to vote by their political party.

Table 5.3 The role of an MSP
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Part Two: Democracy in Scotland and the UK Representative democracy in Scotland and the UK 

Pressures on representatives
The main role for both MPs and MSPs is to represent constituents. 
However, as they also remain answerable to their political party, they can 
find themselves with conflicting pressures. Representatives must try to 
satisfy their constituents, their party, whips, pressure groups and the 
media, while also upholding their personal beliefs and values. This can 
result in a range of conflicting loyalties.

Constituency
First and foremost, an MP should represent the constituents who elected 
them. Obviously it is vital for MPs to placate their constituents given that 
they may well not be re-elected at the next election.

The political party
Most MPs are elected not for their own personal qualities but because it 
is believed that they will put into action the policies of their political 
party. Therefore the MP represents both their constituents and their 
political party. The MP must remain loyal to their party as they will know 
that they may only have been elected as a result of their membership to 
that party.

The Party Whip system
To ensure that MPs carry out the wishes of the party, whips are employed 
to put pressure on the MP to support the party. If an MP votes against 
the party’s wishes, they may be expelled and it will be unlikely that they 
will be able to gain the necessary public support to be re-elected at the 
next election.

The role of the legislature
Parliament has two houses: the House of Commons and the House of 
Lords. The Commons is the more important of the two as the Lords are 
unelected and their powers are limited.

The House of Commons
The House of Commons consists of 650 MPs, each representing a single 
constituency. MPs consider and propose new laws and can scrutinise 
government policies by asking ministers questions about current issues, 
either in the Commons Chamber or in committees.

Whips: Officials of a  
political party appointed 
to maintain parliamentary 
discipline among its 
members.

Key term

In an evaluation question 
on the effectiveness of 
parliament in holding the 
UK government to account, 
you should include 
reference to the House of 
Lords.

Hints & tips �
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Part Two: Democracy in Scotland and the UK Representative democracy in Scotland and the UK 

House of Commons
Legislation All MPs are involved in amending bills and passing laws. One of the main functions of the 

House of Commons is to legislate. The government will enjoy more power in the House if 
it has returned a working majority. Thanks to the First Past The Post electoral system, the 
House is normally controlled by the governing party, which limits the extent to which the 
government is actually scrutinised by the House of Commons. In August 2013, backbench 
MPs revolted against their government when 40 coalition MPs went against their chief whip 
by voting against military action in Syria. MPs are clearly able to influence legislation through 
their role in the House of Commons.

Committees Selected MPs sit on committees that are responsible for scrutinising proposed legislation and 
the work of government departments.

Scrutiny All MPs are responsible for scrutinising the work of the government through questioning at 
Question Time and participating in debates.

Table 5.4 The work of the House of Commons

The House of Lords
The House of Lords is the unelected branch of Parliament and 
therefore does not directly represent the people of the UK. Those 
who are members of the Lords are usually referred to as peers. 
Although the House of Lords usually gives way to the will of the 
House of Commons, this branch of the legislature does also carry out 
a number of roles.

House of Lords

Debate Peers in the House of Lords have party affiliations but they tend to be less partisan than MPs in the 
Commons. Furthermore, they have the opportunity to debate issues in a less politically biased way than 
the more confrontational House of Commons. It has been argued that legislation is therefore improved 
by their contributions. No party has a majority in the House of Lords, and as such governments must win 
cross-party support for their legislation.

Legislation Most bills are passed by the House of Lords before becoming law. However, if the House of Lords rejects 
a non-financial bill that has been passed by the House of Commons in two consecutive parliamentary 
sessions, it automatically becomes law.

Scrutiny The House of Lords plays an active role in scrutinising the work of the government. The 2010–2015 
coalition government experienced 99 defeats in the Lords, especially on welfare reforms. In session 
2014–2015, almost one in three of the 3,450 amendments made by the Lords were accepted.

Table 5.5 The work of the House of Lords
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Part Two: Democracy in Scotland and the UK Representative democracy in Scotland and the UK 

Remember
The impact and limitations of both coalition and 
minority governments
The House of Lords Reform Bill 2012, which proposed a mainly 
elected House of Lords, was introduced by Nick Clegg. It became 
clear that the Government was going to lose the vote on the 
‘programme motion’ and it was later withdrawn. At the vote 
on whether to give the bill a second reading, 91 Conservative 
MPs voted against the three-line whip, while 19 more abstained. 
Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg announced that the 
Government was abandoning the bill due to the opposition from 
Conservative backbench MPs, claiming that the Conservatives 
had ‘broken the coalition contract’. In this instance, the existence 
of a coalition government limited the law-making process in 
Westminster. As a result, the Liberal Democrats pledged to vote 
against proposed constituency boundary changes designed to 
reduce the size of the Commons from 650 to 600 MPs. 
This shows how coalition governments can be a barrier to 
effective law-making in the UK Government when consensus 
cannot be reached.
Likewise, minority governments can limit the law-making 
process. In May 2017, while the Conservatives won the most votes 
and seats, they lost their majority in the House of Commons. 
Theresa May formed a minority government with 317 seats. 
Subsequently a confidence and supply arrangement with the 
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) was made. The DUP agreed 
to support the Government on all motions of confidence, and 
on the Queen’s Speech, the Budget, finance bills, money bills, 
supply and appropriation legislation and Estimates. In return for 
the confidence and supply agreement, the Conservative Party 
agreed there would be £1 billion extra public spending in Northern 
Ireland.
The scrutiny powers of representatives tend to be greater if 
there is a coalition and minority governments. With the absence 
of an overall majority, such governments must compromise and 
negotiate more with backbench MPs from all parties to ensure 
that they do not lose the vote in Parliament. However the DUP 
regarded Mrs May’s Brexit agreement with the EU as a betrayal 
of the unity of the UK (Northern Ireland would have different 
arrangements from the rest of the UK). As a result, they did 
not support the Government by opposing an opposition motion to 
deem the Government in being in contempt of Parliament. On the 
5th December, the Government lost three humiliating votes with 
the opposition parties declaring that “Parliament had won back 
control of Brexit”.
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Part Three: Social issues in the UK Social inequality

Four principles
of the Welfare

State

Collectivist: Society would share
resources and work collectively to

enable the government to fund the service
needed to avoid the ‘five giant evils in society’.

However, rising costs and the creation of a
dependency culture led the Conservatives
under Margaret Thatcher to emphasise

individual responsibility. New Labour
introduced the ‘Third Way’ – a mixture

of collectivist and individualist
approach.

Equality: There would be equal provision for
all regardless of region or social grouping.
However, devolution, meaning that Scots
receive free prescriptions and free higher

education, challenges this principle.

Comprehensive: The State would
undertake to provide for all aspects of need.
However, Beveridge assumed that once the

backlog of ill-health decreased, Britons would
be healthier and NHS spending would decline.

It was also assumed that a minority of the
working population might experience

short-term unemployment. These
assumptions were wrong.

Universal: A healthcare service and
education would be free at the point of
need. However, in England prescription

charges exist; in higher education students must
pay tuition fees; and child benefit is now

means-tested.

Figure 6.6 The four principles of the Welfare State

Beveridge’s five ‘giant evils’ in society 
●● Want: A reformed social security system would provide every citizen 

with their basic financial needs.
●● Ignorance: Education would be reformed so that every child would 

gain a worthwhile level of education.
●● Squalor: A massive rebuilding of safer and progressive housing would 

ensure better living standards for all.
●● Idleness: A reformed economic policy including the nationalisation of 

industries such as railways, gas and electricity would ensure low levels 
of unemployment.

●● Disease: A new National Health Service that would be free at the point 
of entry would be created for everyone’s health needs.

Government responses to social inequality 
The Welfare State
The Welfare State is a product of post-war Britain and exists to provide social 
care from the cradle to the grave. The Labour Government implemented 
the principles of the Beveridge Report to provide a safety net for all citizens 
based on the main principles of equality and collectivism. The National 
Health Service was set up, state education expanded and a social security 
system introduced to protect elderly, disabled and unemployed people.
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Part Three: Social issues in the UK Social inequality

Strategies to increase levels of 
employment 
From National Minimum Wage to Living Wage
The National Minimum Wage (NMW) was introduced in April 1999 and then 
rebranded in 2016 by the UK Conservative Government as the National Living 
Wage (NLW) for those over 25. In April 2019 the payment was £8.21 an hour. 
Around 1.8 million workers receive the NLW and it has helped to reduce the 
gender pay gap, as women account for about 60 per cent of low-paid jobs. 

New Deal
The New Labour Government introduced the New Deal for Lone Parents 
(NDLP) as part of its package to address inequality in the UK. New Deal also 
has programmes for other groups including New Deal for Young People 
(NDYP), New Deal 25+ and New Deal 50. The New Deal ended in 2011.

Tax credits 
The Labour Government of 1997 had a long-term goal to halve child 
poverty by 2010 and abolish it within a generation. Working tax credits 
and child tax credits were central to this strategy. The lower the income, 
the more tax credits individuals and families received. These credits were 
designed to tackle child poverty and help to ensure that work paid more 
than welfare. Since 2011, the number of individuals and families receiving 
credits and the amount received has been reduced.

Jobseeker’s Allowance
The Jobseeker’s Allowance was introduced in 1996 to replace 
Unemployment Benefit and is available for those seeking work. At the 
Jobcentre, a ‘Claimant Commitment’ is drawn up that sets out the steps 
that need to be taken to find work. If a claimant fails to carry out the 
details in the agreement then their benefits can be stopped.

Jobcentre Plus
Jobcentre Plus is a government agency that supports people of working age 
to move from welfare to work and helps employers to fill their vacancies; it 
also helps to provide opportunities for retraining and gaining more skills to 
increase the likelihood of people entering employment. The Universal 
Jobsmatch website is the busiest recruitment website in the UK, with up to 
6 million hits per day. In addition to helping people find work, the website 
allows the government Department for Work and Pensions to track users’ 
attempts to gain employment, and those claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance 
can have their payments stopped if they are not sufficiently active. 

Pension credit
Pension credit is a means-tested benefit for elderly people on low 
incomes, who may depend only on their state pension. All pensioners, 
regardless of income, receive the Winter Fuel Payment of £200 per 
household; however, the Cold Weather Payment is means-tested. A new 
state pension system was introduced in 2016.

Four principles
of the Welfare

State

Collectivist: Society would share
resources and work collectively to

enable the government to fund the service
needed to avoid the ‘five giant evils in society’.

However, rising costs and the creation of a
dependency culture led the Conservatives
under Margaret Thatcher to emphasise

individual responsibility. New Labour
introduced the ‘Third Way’ – a mixture

of collectivist and individualist
approach.

Equality: There would be equal provision for
all regardless of region or social grouping.
However, devolution, meaning that Scots
receive free prescriptions and free higher

education, challenges this principle.

Comprehensive: The State would
undertake to provide for all aspects of need.
However, Beveridge assumed that once the

backlog of ill-health decreased, Britons would
be healthier and NHS spending would decline.

It was also assumed that a minority of the
working population might experience

short-term unemployment. These
assumptions were wrong.

Universal: A healthcare service and
education would be free at the point of
need. However, in England prescription

charges exist; in higher education students must
pay tuition fees; and child benefit is now

means-tested.

Figure 6.6 The four principles of the Welfare State
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