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Executive summary
The changing demands, requirements and expectations of the office of the councillor, like those of 
local government, are once again under scrutiny in Scotland. This 2014 study surveys the beliefs and 
attitudes of elected members across Scotland. The survey generated returns from approximately 10 
per cent of the 1222 councillors across the 32 authorities in Scotland. To supplement these returns, the 
survey was followed by a half-day focus group with elected members.

Survey respondents were asked to identify themselves as members of the ‘executive’ or ‘shadow 
executive’ in their authority. Scottish authorities have traditionally been organised according to a 
committee system, although recently some authorities have introduced cabinet-style executive 
systems. The position of ‘executive councillor’ was thus broadly interpreted as an elected member who 
is typically a committee convenor or office-holder in the council majority (or one who fulfils leadership 
roles for opposition parties in the case of a ‘shadow executive’ councillor). When asked whether they 
considered themselves to be an executive or non-executive councillor, half of respondents identified 
themselves as either executive councillors or shadow executive councillors in their authority. 

Analysis of the survey raises four primary issues for local politics and policy in Scotland: the constant 
question of representation; harnessing the community patch orientation of councillors; boosting 
external-facing roles and functions; and the difference of outlook between executive and non-
executive councillors. It concludes with an assessment of how these lessons might inform current 
debates over the future of local government in Scotland.

Local political leadership in 2014: Key lessons

1. Constant question of representation 
Two-thirds of councillors who responded to the 2014 survey were either in their first or second term 
of office. However, this is but a partial renewal of the office of councillor. The demographic profile of 
elected members remains out of kilter with that of Scottish society. Most importantly, women and 
younger people continue to be under-represented. The average age of the councillors responding to 
our 2014 survey was 58 years old. Women councillors made up approximately 11 per cent of survey 
respondents.  

2. Harnessing community patch orientations
Councillors who responded to the survey spend on average 35 hours per week on council duties. 
Much of this, respondents suggested, is spent undertaking community patch responsibilities or work 
in wards. Working to support community needs and demands has always been an essential part of 
the roles and responsibilities of elected members. However, the switch to multiple member wards 
as part of the introduction of the single transferable vote at local elections may have amplified the 
community patch orientation among councillors. There is a need to understand more effectively how 
the strategic demands of place-shaping are managed in practice by elected members and how the 
introduction of multi-member wards has impacted on their daily routines and practices.

3. Boosting external-facing roles
Outside partnership working, external facing activities do not account for a high proportion of the 
time of councillors spent on council business, despite their policy significance in terms of the Scottish 
government. Approximately half of executive councillors acknowledged spending a high proportion of 
time working on partnerships (compared to approximately a third of non-executive elected members). 
Importantly, where partnerships are concerned, relatively few non-executive councillors appear to be 
engaged on their boards. Equally striking, however, is the fact that local councillors do not appear 
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to invest in work with regional and national agencies, which itself raises questions as to the position 
of local authorities within the system of multi-level governance in Scotland (approximately a fifth of 
executive councillors devote a high proportion of their time either working with regional or national 
agencies or representing the authority on other boards, compared to 6 per cent and approximately 12 
per cent of non-executive councillors respectively). 

4. Differing outlooks of executive and non-executive councillors
Despite the temptation to draw broad distinctions between the everyday experiences of those 
councillors who identified themselves as executive as opposed to non-executive councillors, the 
differences in attitudes towards recent changes to political structures do not appear to be a bone 
of contention between councillors. Indeed, it is questionable how far recent political changes have 
transformed local practices of decision-making. For example, focus group participants remarked 
repeatedly on the continued capacity of the party group as an arena for setting local policy direction 
and for mediating any tensions between group members, whatever their role in the political leadership 
of the council. 

However, if we consider understandings of the prospects for service improvement, the differences 
between executive and non-executive councillors become strongly apparent. Put simply, executive 
members are more confident of the commitment of their local authority to service improvement 
and of the prospects for service improvement. Four-fifths of executive councillors believed that local 
action plans would lead to service improvements and that they personally would be able to influence 
such outcomes. Where non-executive members are concerned, less than half agreed that local action 
plans would lead to service improvements and that they personally would be able to influence such 
outcomes. Indeed, approximately a third of non-executive councillors challenged claims that plans 
would lead to service improvements and a quarter disputed their capacity to influence such claims 
– compared in both instances to 6 per cent of executive councillors. Such survey returns suggest 
that whilst there might not exist ‘two tribes’ of councillors across Scottish local government, there is 
nonetheless a body of elected members who are arguably marginalised from local decision-making; 
the origins of such marginalisation and the lack of confidence of some councillors in their capacity to 
influence service improvement within their authority should be further investigated and addressed. 

Reconnecting with local politics
In the aftermath of the Scottish referendum, there is a common perception that a ‘window of 
opportunity’ has opened for those seeking to reshape local democracy in Scotland. The office of 
councillor will be central to any reshaping of local democracy, particularly not least for their strategic 
positioning within wards and their capacity to straddle the boundaries between communities and 
broader council services and institutions. However, any plans to reconnect with local communities 
cannot ignore the reality of the need to reconnect with a cadre of councillors who, this survey 
suggests, are themselves relatively disconnected from the tools of local governance. In other 
words, councillors’ representation on partnerships needs to be enhanced or, at the very least, the 
accountability of partnerships to councils reinforced. For councillors themselves, this should also 
trigger consideration as to whether they should invest further in participating on external bodies as 
a means of enhancing their community leadership. And finally, for the Scottish government, this may 
well imply a reconsideration of local government’s relations with national and regional agencies and 
the dynamics of multi-level governance in Scotland.  

However, the design of such reconnections has to go hand-in-hand with a broader societal debate 
on the role and function of local government. Here APSE’s model of the Ensuring Council tasks 
local authorities to be stewards of their local communities. It puts democratic political leadership 
and the generation of public value over and beyond the individual rationalities of so-called market 
democracy. It acknowledges the responsibilities of local government for advancing social justice 
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through its strategic mobilisation of public employment and civic entrepreneurship. These are the 
very building blocks of the enhanced collaboration between local government and citizens that 
should be fundamental to any reconsideration of the roles and responsibilities of councillors and what 
local government is for in Scotland. 
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The future of elected members in 
Scotland
The changing demands, requirements and expectations of the office of the councillor, like those 
of local government, are once again under scrutiny in Scotland. Local councillors continue to face 
increasingly ‘difficult choices’1 as they seek to balance increasing demands for services with reducing 
budgets. In fact, they sit, as Audit Scotland sets out, at the confluence of a set of often contradictory 
tasks: representing and advocating on behalf of communities, directing and leading policy, and 
scrutinising and regulating local performance.2 At the same time, there are increasing demands for 
local democratic renewal. Notably, the Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy has called 
for moves towards local participative democracy, reconnecting communities with decision-making as 
part of a wide review of local government. As the Commission acknowledges, however, any redesign 
of local government cannot ignore the role of local elected members who are  ‘fundamental to an 
effective democracy and will be all the more so in a context where more decisions and powers are 
held locally.’3 

This 2014 study surveys the beliefs and attitudes of elected members across Scotland. It draws upon 
a national survey undertaken by the Association for Public Service Excellence (APSE) in conjunction 
with the Centre for Local and Regional Research in Cardiff Business School and the Local Government 
Research Unit in De Montfort University. The online survey was conducted during January and February 
2014, before the Scottish referendum.4 The survey generated returns from approximately 10 per cent 
of the 1222 councillors across the 32 authorities in Scotland, half of which identified themselves as 
either members of the executive or shadow executive in their authority. To supplement these returns, 
the survey was followed by a half–day focus group with local elected members, which took place 
some two weeks after the referendum. 

Of course, any analysis of the attitudes of elected members cannot be viewed in isolation from 
significant shifts in the political and economic context within which local councils operate, as well 
as from other policy drivers, be it partnership working, community planning or area working. These 
shifts, often captured in the narrative of the shift from local government to local governance, have 
altered understandings of local political leadership, creating new challenges and new roles for elected 
members.5  These new understandings of the challenges of local political leadership inform in part 
the interpretation of the survey returns and the findings of focus group interviews with councillors. 
Importantly, as suggested above, weight is given to the context of the survey and interviews, namely 
the fact that at the time of delivering the survey, elected members were firmly entrenched in the 
dynamics of cutback management, balancing increasing demands for services with reductions in 
public spending.  

The survey was divided into four main areas of investigation. The first set of questions relating to the 
demographic profile of councillors, be it age, gender, ethnicity, party affiliation and length of public 
service. Elected members were then asked to evaluate their level of agreement or disagreement with a 
series of statements to do with political structures, scrutiny, area committees and service improvement 
(ranked on a Likert scale from plus to minus five). The third section of the survey examined the activities 
of elected members, asking respondents whether they spent a high or low proportion on tasks such 
as acting as a first point of call, communicating council decisions or representing the authority on 
other public bodies. Finally, elected members were asked a set of questions concerning the prospects 
for the office of councillor and the different forms of communication with which they engage. Having 
undertaken an initial analysis of the survey findings, focus group respondents were asked to describe 
their everyday practices as councillors and to comment on the findings of the survey. We now turn to 
the analysis of these findings.
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Survey findings

Reading the survey analysis
This analysis of the 2014 survey of Scottish councillors is divided into four inter-connected parts. The 
first examines the demographic profile of elected members in Scotland in 2014. The second explores 
the work and activities of councillors, as well as their attitudes towards service improvement. The third 
section then investigates the attitudes of elected members towards local political structures, area 
working and collaboration. The final section analyses the different perspectives of executive and non-
executive members across local authorities in Scotland. As we suggest above, although each section 
can be read independently, together these different elements build up a composite picture of what 
it means to be a councillor and undertake political work and leadership in Scottish local government.

Survey respondents were asked to identify themselves as members of the ‘executive’ or ‘shadow 
executive in their authority. Scottish authorities have traditionally been organised according to a 
committee system, although recently some authorities have introduced cabinet-style executive 
systems. The position of ‘executive councillor’ was thus broadly interpreted as an elected member who 
is typically a committee convenor or office-holder in the council majority (or one who fulfils leadership 
roles for opposition parties in the case of a ‘shadow executive’ councillor). When asked whether they 
considered themselves to be an executive or non-executive councillor, half of respondents identified 
themselves as either executive councillors or shadow executive councillors in their authority. 

Part1: Who are Scottish councillors? 

Age
The average age of the councillors responding to our 2014 survey was 58 years old. Like all averages, 
this masks significant nuances in the age profile of councillors, with 12.5 per cent of councillors aged 
between 40 and 49 years old, and approximately 8 per cent aged between 70 and 79 years old. But, 
as Chart 1 demonstrates, the age of elected members falls overwhelmingly in the middle to later age 
groups. Just under three-quarters of elected members are aged between 50 and 70 years old, with 
approximately 35 per cent aged between 50 to 59, and 37.5 per cent aged between 60 and 69 years 
old. 

Chart 1: Elected Members in Scotland (Age by 10-year Intervals, 2014)
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Age and political office
Elected members in Scotland have on average served 7 years as councillors. It follows that approximately 
70 per cent of councillors are either in their first or second term of office (see Chart 2). These findings 
point to a relatively recent renewal of political leadership across Scotland. However, this picture of 
renewal is complex. Elected members have spent on average 22 years as members of political parties. 
Equally, almost 20 per cent of councillors have been through five or more electoral cycles. 

Chart 2: Elected Members in Scotland (Number of Terms of Office)

Gender
Women councillors made up approximately 11 per cent of survey respondents.  They accounted for 
12 per cent of executive members in the sample. Significantly, the age distribution of women elected 
members is relatively younger than their male counterparts. Almost two-thirds of women councillors 
are aged between 30 and 60 years old, compared to approximately half of male elected members. 
Most notably, almost three times as many women as male councillors who responded to the survey 
were aged between 30 to 39 years old. 

Chart 3: Elected Members in Scotland (Gender, Distribution by 10-Year Intervals
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Ethnicity
Approximately 95 per cent of councillors who responded to the survey classified themselves as ‘white’. 
4.7 per cent of elected members identified themselves with other ethnic categories.

Part 2: What do Scottish councillors do? 
Councillors spend on average 35 hours per week on their duties and responsibilities as a councillor.  
Such duties typically include: council and committee meetings; visits to constituencies, home visits 
and walkabouts; surgeries; work with community councils; party group meetings; participation 
in local charities and national associations; and attendance at gala events and officials openings. 
Work can typically begin before 7 o’clock in the morning when councillors catch up with emails and 
correspondence. It can continue into the evening and into weekends.* Indeed, workload pressures on 
elected members from smaller authorities were recognised by focus group participants.  One such 
councillor sat on 37 boards and attended 124 committees a year, arguing that whatever the size of the 
authority the same roles and functions had to be delivered. 

Broadly speaking, respondents devoted a high proportion of time to what we might term ‘community 
patch’ responsibilities, expressing a concern to ensure that services meet the demands of communities. 
60.2 per cent of councillors thus spend a high proportion of their time scrutinising council services, 
whilst 53.1 per cent devote a high proportion of their time to dealing with complaints (see Table 1). 
Over half also spend a large amount of time acting as a source of ideas and proposals for their wards 
and working with neighbourhood/area committees. One focus group participant remarked that ’75 
to 85 per cent [of the work of a councillor] is constituency work.’ Interestingly, no more than a quarter 
or so of councillors claimed to devote a low proportion of their time to these ‘community patch’ 
activities. And, in fulfilling these roles, elected members strongly interpreted their roles as being one 
of representing all sections of the community, with only 17.7 per cent devoting a high proportion of 
their time to representing particular sections of the community.

Table 1: Elected members and proportion of time spent on non-executive activities

High Proportion Low Proportion

Dealing with complaints 53.1 24.2

Acting as a first point of call 41.9 27.9

Representing sections of the community 17.7 56.2

Feeding community views into council policy 50.4 14.5

Acting as a source of ideas and proposals for your ward 51.1 13.5

Scrutinising council services 60.2 9.0

Working with area/neighbourhood committees 51.1 17.6

This community patch orientation was reflected by respondents in their attitudes towards executive 
activities (see Table 2). Almost three-quarters of councillors claimed to spend a high proportion of 
their time ensuring services match community needs. Over half of councillors also spend a high 
proportion of their time working to explain and communicate council decisions. But, only a minority 
of councillors claimed to devote similar time to representing the authority on other bodies (only 15.7 
per cent of elected members) or to working with regional and national agencies (11.4 per cent). Less 
than 40 per cent of respondents spend a high proportion of their time working in partnership with 
other agencies. In other words, some 58 per cent of councillors spend a low proportion of their time 
representing the authority on other public bodies; approximately a quarter spend a similar amount of 
time working in partnership with other agencies. Significantly, 40.8 per cent of elected members also 
 * Based on an analysis of weekly diary provided by focus group participants.
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acknowledged that they spend a low proportion of their time giving advice to officers (although this 
might be due to how respondents interpreted the meaning of ‘advice’ as policy guidance).

Table 2: Elected members and proportion of time spent on executive activities

High Proportion Low Proportion

Communicating and explaining council decisions 51.5 16.7

Ensuring services match the community needs and aspirations 72.2 8.3

Communicating with the local media 24.1 39.1

Giving advice to officers 27.7 40.8

Working in partnership with other agencies 38.6 24.2

Working with regional and national government agencies 11.4 65.9

Representing the authority on other public bodies 15.7 58.3

As might be expected, local councillors hold a firm commitment to service improvement and are 
relatively optimistic as to the prospects for service improvement (see Table 3). Almost three-quarters 
of respondents considered that their authorities are strongly committed to improving services, while 
almost 70 per cent also believed that their authority had in place a clear action plan to improve service 
delivery. However, there was less certainty among councillors as to whether local action plans will 
improve services, with approximately half of elected members expecting services to improve, a fifth 
contesting such claims and a quarter remaining undecided either way.  Similarly, almost 60 per cent of 
councillors who responded to the survey expected that as individual councillors they would be able 
to contribute personally to service improvement (just below a fifth did not). 

Table 3: Elected members and service improvement

Agree Disagree

My authority is strongly committed to improving the services it is responsible for 74.4 9.8

My authority has a clear action plan to improve services 69.9 14.3

I expect the action plan to lead to significant improvements in the services my 
authority is responsible for

55.6 21.1

As an elected member I will personally be able to contribute to efforts to 
improve council services in the foreseeable future

59.4 17.3

Attitudes towards the mechanisms of service improvement
Attitudes towards different mechanisms of service improvement reflect how elected members use 
their time as councillor (see Table 4). Respondents tended to support mechanisms that mirrored 
what they spent their time doing (in other words, community patch and scrutiny responsibilities). 
Almost three-quarters of respondents argue therefore that dealing with complaints is an effective 
means of service improvement. Equally, almost two-thirds endorsed acting as a first point of call for 
communities for local people as an effective means of service improvement. In contrast, working with 
regional and national agencies, representing the authority on other bodies, giving advice to officers, or 
communicating to the local media drew relatively less support. Notably, less than half of respondents 
recognised that working in partnership with other bodies is an effective mechanism for improving 
services (although only 16 per cent explicitly refute the effectiveness of partnership working). Little 
more than half acknowledged working with area or neighbourhood committees as an effective way 
of improving services (although again only 12 per cent refuted this claim).



13

Table 4: Elected members and mechanisms of service improvement

Effective Not Effective

Dealing with complaints 73.6 4.0

Acting as a first point of call for local people 67.7 8.5

Representing sections of the community 41.7 22.8

Feeding community views into council policies 62.8 10.9

Communicating and explaining council decisions 57.4 13.2

Acting as a source of ideas and proposals for your ward 60.2 10.9

Ensuring services match community needs and aspirations 65.9 9.5

Communicating with the local media 36.8 22.4

Giving advice to council officials 39.0 22.0

Scrutinising council services 61.6 10.4

Working with area / neighbourhood committees 53.7 12.4

Working in partnership with other agencies 48.0 16.0

Working with regional and national agencies 24.2 40.3

Representing the authority on other public bodies 37.4 24.4

Communication and social media
Elected members exploit an array of different forms of communication.  For example, 99 per cent 
of respondents had email contact with their constituents, whilst roughly a quarter had contact 
through Facebook and Twitter. This said, contact with constituents through traditional face-to-face 
meetings, telephone calls and letters remained important means of communication (see Chart 4). 
New technology, our survey suggests, has not replaced previous methods of contact. Rather, it has 
simply added to the conventional modes of communication used by councillors.

Chart 4: Elected members and forms of communication
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Part 3: Political structures, area committees and future 
prospects

Political structures
Broadly speaking, Scottish elected members remain divided, and arguably undecided, as to the 
effectiveness of recent changes to local political structures (see Table 5).  Asked if changes in council 
structures have worked well, approximately a third of elected members responded positively, whilst 
another third disagreed, and almost 40 per cent did not give an opinion either way. This three-way 
split was repeated when respondents were asked whether local political changes had increased 
the transparency of decision-making and whether the influence of non-executive councillors had 
fallen in recent years. However, there was more substantive support among respondents for scrutiny 
committees, with approximately half of all councillors endorsing the effectiveness of scrutiny 
committees as a means of holding the executive to account (although 28.1 per cent contested such 
a judgement). Importantly, only 27.2 per cent of respondents argued that recent changes in council 
structures have reduced the influence of non-executive members (again approximately another third 
of respondents disagreed and another 40 per cent remained undecided).

Table 5: Elected members and political structures

Agree Disagree

Changes in council structures (e.g. the separation of cabinet and scrutiny roles) 
have worked well

32.8 29.3

Decision-making has become more transparent as a result of these changes 34.8 31.3

Scrutiny committees are effective mechanisms for holding the executive to 
account

48.8 28.1

Area committees enable members to engage with the local community 49.5 21.6

Overall, recent changes in council structures have reduced the influence of 
non-executive members

27.2 30.7

Area committees and partnership working
area or neighbourhood working continues to be viewed as a central component of local government 
policy and practice in Scotland.  Again, however, respondents did not offer a clear endorsement of 
area working (see Table 5).  Whilst approximately half agreed that area committees were an effective 
way of engaging with local communities, approximately one-fifth of councillors disagreed. Almost 30 
per cent of respondents were undecided either way. 

In contrast, the responses of local councillors to partnership working in their authorities demonstrate 
in part the continued hold of collaborative working across local government in Scotland (see Table 6). 
Some 63 per cent of respondents agreed with the statement that partnership working has increased 
in their authority, while three-quarters of these elected members expected partnership working to 
increase in the near future. Indeed, there was a relatively firm belief among respondents (approximately 
59 per cent) that partnership working will deliver improved services, although roughly 25 per cent 
remained unconvinced by this claim and some 17 per cent actually contested it. In fact, councillors 
expressed further reservations towards partnership working as a source of service improvement, 
with over 60 per cent of respondents suggesting that partnership working with the private sector 
is primarily driven by the desire to tap into new sources of funding. As such, spending cuts rather 
than service delivery may lie behind expectations over increased collaboration in the future. More 
worryingly, in this context, just under half of respondents (45.1 per cent) agree that public-private 
partnerships lead to decreases in public accountability.
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Table 6: Elected members and partnership working

Agree Disagree

Partnership working between my authority and other bodies has increased 
recently

62.9 12.1

I expect there to be more partnership working between my authority and the 
other bodies in the foreseeable future

75.2 9.8

I expect partnership working to lead to improvements in the services my 
authority is responsible for

58.8 16.8

Increased public-private partnership working leads to a decrease in public 
accountability

45.1 30.1

Public-private partnership is motivated mainly by the need for councils to access 
new funding

60.3 10.7

Future prospects
Over 60 per cent of elected members opposed the statement that devolution was having a detrimental 
impact on the role of local councillors in Scotland.  However, there remained some 27 per cent of 
councillors who claimed the opposite.  In general, elected members are relatively pessimistic as to 
the future renewal of the office of councillor (see Table 7). Approximately six out of ten respondents 
(57.9 per cent) agreed that it was increasingly difficult to attract new people to stand for election as 
councillors in their authority. Only 31.5 per cent believed that their local authority was taking effective 
steps to increase voter turnout. This said, the survey took place before the high turnout witnessed 
at the Scottish referendum in September 2014. During the focus group which took place as part of 
the study after the referendum, participants repeatedly argued that the levels of engagement and 
mobilisation witnessed during the referendum offered a ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ opportunity to renew 
local democratic politics across Scotland. 

Table 7: Elected members and future prospects

Agree Disagree

It is becoming increasingly difficult to attract new people to stand as councillors 
in my authority

57.9 18.8

The number of elected members in my authority is likely to be reduced over the 
next 5 to 10 years

33.1 36.8

My authority is taking effective steps to increase voter turnout at local elections 31.5 30.8

Devolution in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales is having a detrimental 
impact on the role of elected members

26.9 60.0
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Part 4: Perspectives of executive and non-executives 
councillors 

Political Structures 
As set out above, respondents were asked to identify themselves as members of the ‘executive’ or 
‘shadow executive in their authority (broadly interpreted as whether or not they were typically a 
committee convenor or office-holder in the council majority). Respondents who identified themselves 
as executive councillors were more likely to be supportive of recent changes to political structures. 41 
per cent of members of local authority executives agreed that changes in structures have worked well, 
compared to 27 per cent of non-executive members. Similarly, 43 per cent of executive councillors 
agreed that decision-making had become more transparent, compared to 30 per cent of backbench 
councillors. Importantly, more non-executive members disagreed with these claims than agreed (see 
Table 8). 

However, it is misguided to draw any hasty contrasts between the attitudes of executive and non-
executive councillors towards local political structures. As suggested above, neither executive 
nor non-executive members offer a ringing endorsement of recent changes to political structures. 
Approximately a quarter of executive councillor respondents rejected claims that recent changes to 
political structures have worked well, as did a third of non-executive respondents.  Similar levels of 
opposition was expressed towards claims that decision-making has become more transparent, and 
that scrutiny committees are an effective means of holding the executive to account.  But, nonetheless, 
there are clear areas of agreement between respondents whether from executive or non-executive 
members. The effectiveness of both scrutiny committees and area committees attracted similar levels 
of support from executive and non-executive member respondents. Levels of disagreement did 
vary, with executive councillors more likely to doubt the effectiveness of area committees (45 per 
cent of respondents) and non-executive members more likely to doubt the effectiveness of scrutiny 
committees (32 per cent of respondents). Importantly, there was a little difference between executive 
and non-executive members in terms of their concerns over the falling influence of non-executive 
members (although executive members were more likely to disagree with such claims). 

Table 8: Political structures and executive/non-executive members

Ex NEx Ex NEx

Agree Disagree

Changes in council structures (e.g. the separation of cabinet and scrutiny roles) 
have worked well

41 27 24 33

Decision-making has become more transparent as a result of these changes 43 30 20 38

Scrutiny committees are effective mechanisms for holding the executive to 
account

52 47 22 32

Area committees enable members to engage with the local community 50 49 45 23

Overall, recent changes in council structures have reduced the influence of 
non-executive members

28 27 37 27

The drivers and accountability of public-private partnerships drew similar responses from executive 
and non-executive councillors, with for example just below half of executive and non-executive 
respondents agreeing that public-private partnerships lead to a decrease in public accountability 
(see Table 9).  However, executive members were more likely to agree that partnership working has 
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increased in their authorities and to endorse the claim that there will be more collaboration in the 
future. More significantly, three quarters of executive members agreed that partnership working was 
more likely to lead to improvements in services, compared to only half of the non-executive councillors 
who responded to the survey.  A fifth of non-executive councillors actually contested such claims, 
pointing to the different outlook of executive and non-executive councillors towards performance 
improvement – an issue to which we now turn.

Table 9: Political structures and executive/non-executive members

Ex NEx Ex NEx

Agree Disagree

Partnership working between my authority and other bodies has increased 
recently

71.4 57.8 6.1 15.7

I expect there to be more partnership working between my authority and the 
other bodies in the foreseeable future

85.7 69.0 4.1 13.1

I expect partnership working to lead to improvements in the services my 
authority is responsible for

75.5 48.8 10.2 20.7

Increased public-private partnership working leads to a decrease in public 
accountability

44.9 45.2 36.7 26.2

Public-private partnership is motivated mainly by the need for councils to access 
new funding

54.8 61.4 10.4 10.8

Performance improvement
In marked contrast to attitudes towards local political structures, respondents expressed stark 
differences in the beliefs and outlook towards performance improvement (see Table 10). Of course, 
this should not necessarily detract from the positive outlook of the majority of councillors towards 
performance improvement. But, 90 per cent of executive members who responded to the survey 
believed that their local authority is committed to service improvement, whilst 92 per cent agreed 
that there was a clear action plan in place to improve local services. These figures fall to 65 per cent 
and 57 per cent respectively where non-executive councillors are concerned. In addition, when asked 
whether service plans will lead to improvements, some 80 per cent of responses from executive 
members agreed that action plans would lead to service improvements, while 84 per cent believed 
that they as individual councillors would be able to influence such outcomes personally. This positive 
outlook falls to 40 per cent and 45.2 per cent respectively where responses from members of the non-
executive are concerned. Significantly, 30 per cent and 25 per cent of non-executive members openly 
disagreed with these statements, compared to merely 6 per cent of executive members. 
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Table 10: Performance improvement and executive/non-executive members 

Ex NEx Ex NEx
Agree Disagree

My authority is strongly committed to improving the services it is responsible for 90 65 4 13

My authority has a clear action plan to improve services 92 57 4 13

I expect the action plan to lead to significant improvements in the services my 
authority is responsible for

82 40 6 30

As an elected member I will personally be able to contribute to efforts to 
improve council services in the foreseeable future

84 45.2 6 25

In fact, the responses of executive members and non-executive members also demonstrated contrasting 
attitudes towards the effectiveness of different mechanisms of performance improvement. Members 
of the executive were more likely to acknowledge the effectiveness of feeding community views into 
council policies, communicating and explaining council decisions, acting as a source of proposals for 
wards, and ensuring services match community needs (see Table 11).  The majority of non-executive 
member respondents did acknowledge the effectiveness of these mechanisms, but to a much lesser 
extent. One explanation is that this difference in views between executive and non-executive councillor 
respondents might be tied to the relatively strong confidence of executive members that they can 
influence performance improvement compared to the relative lack of confidence of non-executive 
members to do so. Indeed, executive members who responded to the survey were also more likely 
to view giving advice to officers and scrutinising council services as effective means of improving 
services. For example, three-quarters of executive members saw scrutiny as an effective means of 
service improvement, compared to approximately half of non-executive members. Members of the 
executive were also more likely to value working in area committees, working in partnership with other 
organisations, and representing the authority on other public bodies. However, both executive and 
non-executive member respondents doubted the effectiveness of working with regional and national 
agencies (38.3 per cent of executive members considering it an effective mechanism, compared to 
15.6 per cent of non-executive members). 
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Table 11: Executive and non-executive members and activities contributing to 

performance improvement

Ex Nex Ex Nex

Effective Not effective

Dealing with complaints 70.2 75.6 4.3 3.8

Acting as a first point of call for local people 63.8 69.9 10.6 7.2

Representing sections of the community 44.9 39.7 16.3 26.9

Feeding community views into council policies 77.6 53.8 4.1 15.0

Communicating and explaining council decisions 71.4 48.8 10.2 15.0

Acting as a source of ideas and proposals for your ward 81.6 46.8 18.4 13.9

Ensuring services match community needs and aspirations 83.7 54.5 4.1 13.0

Communicating with the local media 41.7 33.8 12.5 28.6

Giving advice to council officials 56.3 28.0 6.3 32.0

Scrutinising council services 75.5 52.6 4.1 14.5

Working with area / neighbourhood committees 60.0 50.0 8.9 14.5

Working in partnership with other agencies 60.4 40.3 10.4 19.5

Working with regional and national agencies 38.3 15.6 29.8 46.8

Representing the authority on other public bodies 50.0 29.9 19.6 27.3

Arguably, this difference of outlook between executive and non-executive members was reflected 
in the different views expressed by respondents towards the prospects for local democratic renewal 
(see Table 12). Asked whether their authorities were taking effective steps to increase voter turnout, 
non-executive members who responded to the survey were more likely to doubt the effectiveness of 
measures to increase voter turnout, with 39 per cent of respondents challenging the effectiveness of 
the steps being taken by their local authority.  However, this pattern was reversed when the impact of 
devolution on elected members was considered. 42.6 per cent of responses from executive members 
agreed that devolution had had a detrimental impact on the role of elected members (although 53.2 
per cent of executive members disagreed with that statement). This critical judgement on devolution 
differs significantly from non-executive members where only 18.1 per cent of respondents agreed that 
devolution had had a detrimental impact on elected members, and 63.9 per cent challenged such 
claims.
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Table 12: Future prospects and executive and non-executive members

Ex Nex Ex Nex

Agree Disagree

It is becoming increasingly difficult to attract new people to stand as councillors 
in my authority

57.1 58.3 18.4 19.0

The number of elected members in my authority is likely to be reduced over the 
next 5 to 10 years

34.7 32.1 38.8 35.7

My authority is taking effective steps to increase voter turnout at local elections 45.8 23.2 16.7 39.0

Devolution in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales is having a detrimental 
impact on the role of elected members

42.6 18.1 53.2 63.9

The work of councillors
When examining how councillors spent their time, non-executive members who responded to the 
survey are more likely to spend a high proportion of their time responding to complaints, whilst 
executive member respondents are more likely to spend a high proportion of their time acting as a 
source of ideas for their ward and working with area or neighbourhood committees (see Table 13). Over 
half of executive members (52.1 per cent) claimed to spend a high proportion of their time working 
with area or neighbourhood committees. Even allowing for the representation of executive members 
on area or neighbourhood committees, it is surprising that only 37. 2 per cent of non-executive 
member respondents acknowledged spending a high proportion of their time working with area 
committees (31.5 per cent claimed to devote a low proportion of their time to such activities). 

Table 13: Executive and non-executive members and the proportion of time spent on 

non-executive activities 

Ex NEx Ex NEx

High Proportion Low Proportion

Dealing with complaints 46.8 56.8 36.2 17.3

Acting as a first point of call 42.9 41.3 30.6 26.3

Representing sections of the community 18.8 17.1 43.8 63.4

Feeding community views into council policies 49.0 51.2 10.2 17.1

Acting as a source of ideas and proposals for your ward 57.1 47.6 10.2 15.5

Scrutinising council services 59.2 60.7 8.2 9.5

Working with area / neighbourhood committees 52.1 37.2 14.6 31.5

When we consider time spent on executive activities, clear differences between the daily work of 
executive and non-executive members become apparent (see Table 14). Importantly, our survey 
suggests, members of the executive are more likely than non-executive members to spend their time 
communicating and explaining council decisions and giving advice to council officials. This said, only 
38.3 per cent of executive members claimed to spend a high proportion of their time giving advice to 
officers, whilst approximately half of non-executive members who responded to the survey devoted 
a low proportion of their time doing so. As we suggest, different interpretations of what was meant 
by ‘advice’ may have informed responses from local elected members, such that the amount of time 
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devoted to advising officers   requires further investigation. 

However, the amount of time councillors devote to external facing roles in the authority clearly 
foregrounds the different experiences of executive and non-executive members. Over half of executive 
members who responded to the survey claimed to spend a high proportion of their time working in 
partnership (compared to 28.9 per cent of non-executive respondents). Whilst only 20.8 per cent of 
executive members spent a high proportion of time working with regional and national government 
agencies, the corresponding response rate for non-executive members was just 6 per cent, with three 
quarters of non-executive members acknowledging that they spent a low proportion of their time 
on such activities. Indeed, all respondents arguably gave relatively little priority to external facing 
activities for the local authority, particularly when compared to patch responsibilities. Thus, only 21.7 
per cent of executive member respondents said they spent a high proportion of their time representing 
the authority on other public bodies (compared to 12.3 per cent of non-executive members). In fact, 
over a third of executive members claimed to devote a low proportion of their time to such duties 
(compared to over 70 per cent of non-executive members). 

Table 14: Executive and non-executive members and the proportion of time spent on 

executive activities

Ex NEx Ex NEx

Very High Proportion Very Low Proportion

Communicating and explaining council decisions 61.2 45.8 18.4 15.7

Ensuring services match the community needs and aspirations 77.6 69.0 10.2 7.1

Communicating with the local media 24.5 23.8 34.7 41.7

Giving advice to council officials 38.3 21.7 23.4 50.6

Working in partnership with other agencies 55.1 28.9 18.4 27.7

Working with regional and national government agencies 20.8 6.0 50.0 75.0

Representing the authority on other public bodies 21.7 12.3 37.0 70.4



22

Conclusions
Local political leadership matters to how communities navigate between shifting social, economic and 
environmental demands, reductions in public spending and rising demand for services.6 Not least, it is 
the art of political leadership that can forge universal, if contestable, settlements between competing 
sectional demands, judge the merits of rival and ambiguous evidence bases, and prioritise complex 
policy objectives. Indeed, Audit Scotland has foregrounded the significance of effective governance 
and leadership as local authorities face increasingly difficult decisions over service provision.7

With this in mind, this conclusion considers the key findings of this 2014 survey and their implications 
for practices of political leadership across local authorities. It foregrounds four primary issues for policy: 
the constant question of representation; harnessing the community patch orientation of councillors; 
boosting external-facing roles and functions; and the difference of outlook between executive and 
non-executive councillors. It concludes with an assessment of how these lessons might inform current 
debates over the future of local government in Scotland.

Local political leadership in 2014: Key lessons

1. Constant question of representation 
There was in 2012 an entry of new councillors into Scottish politics. Two-thirds of councillors who 
responded to the 2014 survey were either in their first or second term of office. However, this is but 
a partial renewal of the office of councillor. Although in their first or second term of office, these new 
entrants are not new to politics, having spent on average 22 years as party members. In addition, their 
entry has addressed but not resolved the ‘eternal’ challenge of making the ranks of councillors more 
representative of the broader population. The demographic profile of elected members remains out 
of kilter with that of Scottish society. Most importantly, women and younger people continue to be 
under-represented. 

Elected members are relatively pessimistic as to capacity to engage new people in local politics. 6 out 
of 10 agreed that it is increasingly difficult to attract new people to stand for election. Only 3 out of 
10 believed that their local authority was doing enough to increase voter turnout at local elections, 
although executive members were more likely to be confident in the measures being taken. Of course, 
the survey took place before the levels of participation experienced at the Scottish referendum, but if 
the wave of participation in political debate at the referendum is to be harnessed in the medium-term 
then new approaches to engaging broader swathes of the population to stand for office and to vote 
at local elections are necessary. 

2. Harnessing community patch orientations
Councillors who responded to the survey spend on average 35 hours per week on council duties. 
Much of this, respondents suggested, is spent undertaking community patch or work in wards. One 
senior councillor remarked that a ‘good councillor’ works for his or her ward.  In doing so, councillors 
take on a multiplicity of roles, acting as a ‘bridge’ to services, a ‘fixer’ of problems, a ‘doer’ who helps 
get things done, and when required working even as a ‘buffer’ between the council and communities. 
Strikingly, however, roughly four out of ten executive members spend a high proportion of their time 
giving advice to officials, compared to just over a fifth of non-executives. 

Working to support community demands has always been an essential part of the roles and 
responsibilities of elected members. The switch to multiple member wards as part of the introduction 
of the single transferable vote at local elections may have amplified the community patch orientation 
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among councillors. It has also potentially transformed elements of the relationship between 
communities and elected members, with focus group participants remarking that members of the 
community increasingly take an issue from councillor to councillor if it is not resolved at the first point 
of call. Such dynamics may well put councillors into a heightened competitive game of ‘pork barrel 
politics’, whereby the key to re-election rests on being able to claim service improvements for their 
ward. 

This heightened dynamic on the internal politics of a ward can be beneficial for the representation 
of wards, but it raises questions as to how ward councillors will engage with the demands of broader 
place-shaping strategies across an authority. There is a need to understand more effectively how the 
demands of place-shaping are managed in practice by elected members and how the introduction 
of multi-members wards has impacted on their daily routines and practices.8 Indeed, harnessing the 
community patch orientation of councillors and building it into any future design of local authorities 
is a potential challenge for any redesign of local political leadership. 

3. Boosting external-facing roles
Approximately half of executive councillors acknowledged spending a high proportion of time 
working on partnerships. Over a fifth, however, claimed to spend a low proportion of their time on 
such activities. Turning to non-executive councillors these proportions fall to approximately a third 
who spend a high proportion of their time on partnerships and a third who do not. In fact, other 
external facing roles draw less time, with approximately a fifth of executive councillors working for a 
high proportion of their time either working with regional or national agencies or representing the 
authority on other boards. This falls respectively to 6.0 per cent and just over 12 per cent for non-
executive councillors. 

Outside partnership working, external facing activities do not therefore account for a high proportion 
of the time of councillors spent on council business, despite their policy significance in terms of the 
Scottish government. Importantly, where partnerships are concerned, relatively few non-executive 
councillors appear to be engaged on their boards. Focus group members claimed that this in part 
arises from the fact that partnerships have limited places for councillors, with one suggesting that ‘you 
do not get the minutes for six months and then they are only noted.’ Such claims further point to the 
need to reconsider the governance of partnerships and their ‘democratic anchorage’9 in local politics. 
Equally striking, however, is the fact that local councillors do not appear to invest in work with regional 
and national agencies, which itself raises questions as to the position of local authorities within the 
system of multi-level governance in Scotland.

4. Differing outlooks of executive and non-executive councillors
Despite the temptation to draw broad distinctions between the everyday experiences of those 
councillors who identified themselves as executive as opposed to non-executive councillors, the 
differences in attitudes towards recent changes to political structures do not appear to be a bone 
of contention between councillors. Indeed, it is questionable how far recent political changes have 
transformed local practices of decision-making. For example, focus group participants remarked 
repeatedly on the continued capacity of the party group as an arena for setting local policy direction 
and for mediating any tensions between group members, whether their role in the political leadership 
of the council. 

However, if we consider understandings of the prospects for service improvement, the differences 
between executive and non-executive councillors become strongly apparent. Put simply, executive 
members are more confident of the commitment of their local authorities to service improvement 
and of the prospects for service improvement. Four-fifths of executive councillors believed that local 
action plans would lead to service improvements and that they personally would be able to influence 
such outcomes. Where non-executive members are concerned, less than half agreed that local action 
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plans would lead to service improvements and that they personally would be able to influence such 
outcomes. Indeed, approximately a third of non-executive councillors challenged claims that plans 
would lead to service improvements and a quarter disputed their capacity to influence such claims 
– compared in both instances to 6 per cent of executive councillors. Such survey returns suggest 
that whilst there might not exist ‘two tribes’ of councillors across Scottish local government, there is 
nonetheless a body of elected members who are arguably marginalised from local decision-making; 
the origins of such marginalisation and the lack of confidence of some councillors in their capacity to 
influence service improvement within their authority should be further investigated and addressed. 

In fact, this relative disparity of confidence in council plans and personal capacity to influence 
outcomes was also exhibited in the attitudes of executive and non-executive councillors towards 
mechanisms of service improvement. Executive members tended to attribute more effectiveness 
than non-executive members to all available mechanisms. For example, three-quarters of executive 
members saw scrutiny as an effective means of service improvement, compared to approximately 
half of non-executive members. Members of the executive were also more likely to value working in 
area committees, working in partnership with other organisations, and representing the authority 
on other public bodies. However, as we suggest above, both executive and non-executive member 
respondents doubted the effectiveness of working with regional and national agencies (some 38 per 
cent of executive members considering it an effective mechanism, compared to approximately 16 per 
cent of non-executive members). Interestingly, and perhaps not disconnected from these judgements, 
4 in 10 executive members agreed that devolution had had a detrimental impact on the role of elected 
members. 

Reconnecting with local politics
In the aftermath of the Scottish referendum, there is a common perception that a ‘window of 
opportunity’ has opened for those seeking to reshape local democracy in Scotland. COSLA’s Commission 
for Strengthening Local Democracy has advocated moves towards participative democracy, re-
connecting local communities with decision-making.10 The office of councillor will be central to any 
reshaping of local democracy, particularly not least for their strategic positioning within wards and 
their capacity to straddle the boundaries between communities and broader council services and 
institutions. However, any plans to reconnect with local communities cannot ignore the reality of the 
need to reconnect with a cadre of councillors who, this survey suggests, are themselves relatively 
disconnected from the tools of local governance. In other words, councillors’ representation on 
partnerships needs to be enhanced or, at the very least, the accountability of partnerships to councils 
reinforced. For councillors themselves, this should also trigger consideration as to whether they should 
invest further in participating on external bodies as a means of enhancing their community leadership. 
And finally, for the Scottish government, this may well imply a reconsideration of local government’s 
relations with national and regional agencies and the dynamics of multi-level governance in Scotland.  

However, the design of such reconnections has to go hand-in-hand with a broader societal debate 
on the role and function of local government. Here APSE’s model of the Ensuring Council tasks 
local authorities to be stewards of their local communities. It puts democratic political leadership 
and the generation of public value over and beyond the individual rationalities of so-called market 
democracy. It acknowledges the responsibilities of local government for advancing social justice 
through its strategic mobilisation of public employment and civic entrepreneurship. These are the 
very building blocks of the enhanced collaboration between local government and citizens that 
should be fundamental to any reconsideration of the roles and responsibilities of councillors and what 
local government is for in Scotland. 
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