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Key Insights

What do British people think about regulation? Do they
believe that the country is burdened by too many rules?
Do they feel personally restricted by regulations? And do
they see red tape as one of the factors that holds back the
UK economy?

The second edition of Unchecked UK’s review of public
opinion sets out to answer these questions. Drawing on
the latest public opinion data, we conclude that support
for strong protections remains high and concern about
over-regulation confined to a small minority of the
electorate.

We find evidence that weak checks and balances have risen
in salience. As concerns about inflation, climate change
and the NHS have deepened, public understanding about
the need for stronger rules to address market failures and
tackle corporate malpractice seems to be becoming more
marked.

At the same time, and despite the current economic
challenges, we find that the British public remains
persuaded that markets and private enterprise are drivers
of growth. However, most voters also want greater and
better management of free markets, and strong action
where they are causing harm. Voters see sensible
regulations as the means of managing the economy for
the benefit of everyone.

‘Most [libertarians] know that their views are
supported by only a tiny minority of the electorate,
but they can generally use media platforms and
political office to amplify their voices to make their
movement sound much bigger than it really is.”

James Kirkup, The Spectator

1. The British public remain strongly on the side of
protections, not deregulation

Over the years, poll after poll has painted a consistent
picture: the British public support strong and well-
enforced regulation. Public opinion data from the period
reviewed (March 2023-March 2024) is no exception. Again
and again, the same picture emerges with approximately
three quarters of UK voters wanting to either maintain or
strengthen current levels of regulation (see Figure 1).

Wefindthatresearchbypro-marketinstitutionsandexperts
paints a very similar picture to polling commissioned by
campaigners and progressive organisations. For example,
according to a nationwide survey by the former advisor to
the US Republicans and fellow of the centre-right think
tank the Centre for Policy Studies, Frank Luntz, the British
electorate firmly believes that UK is a ‘free country’ (with
81% of respondents agreeing with that statement), not

one that is constrained by too many rules. According to
this research, Conservative voters see themselves as the
‘most free’. Overall, he finds that 65% of British voters see
government’s job to ‘protect most people against risks’
(only 35% see it as ‘a safety net to be there only when
people need it the most’) and 65% think that regulation
means ‘public safety and security’ (35% think it means
‘limits and hassles’). Even among Conservatives, ‘better
public services’ are seen as a far greater priority than ‘less
regulation’.

“.the British public does see requlation as
protecting them from bad things happening.”

(Frank Luntz, Centre for Policy Studies)


https://cps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CPS-The-Language-of-Freedom.pdf
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-surprising-truth-about-nanny-state-britain/
https://cps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CPS-The-Language-of-Freedom.pdf
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Conservative Peer and pollster, Lord Ashcroft, reaches
similar conclusions. His research shows that deregulatory
attitudes of Conservative politicians are far more extreme
than those of the average Conservative voter, who in turn
is far to the right of the average Conservative switcher
(the voters who had historically voted for Labour but
opted for the Conservatives in 2019). Those insights
were confirmed by another study by Redfield and Wilton

Figure 1

Strategies which showed that 69% of Conservative voters
think the economy needs more regulation (only a few
percentage points fewer than Labour voters) and indeed
provide a similar picture to Unchecked UK’s polling with
voters who supported Brexit, and qualitative research
with swing voters in marginal constituencies, especially
in the Red Wall.

By regulation, we mean the set of rules that are in place to make sure that businesses respect health, safety, environmental
and ethical standards. Which of the following statements is closest to your view, even if none describes it perfectly?

44

We do not have enough regulation in the UK.
It’s too easy for businesses to get away with

bad things at the expense of consumers
and the environment

30%

The UK has just the right amount
of regulation currently

26%

We have too much
regulation in the UK.
This makes it costly to do
business, holds back our
economy and hurts
consumers

Deregulation: what do British voters think?, Unchecked UK, October 2022
Polling with Stack Data Strategy, supported by British Safety Council, National Consumer Federation, RSPB,

Overall, Labour voters tend to be more supportive of
strengthening the UK’s regulatory system and raising
current social and environmental standards (whereas
other voters are somewhat more likely to prefer
maintaining current levels of regulation). According to
research by Apella and Ipsos?, half of Labour voters favour

Figure 2

A) Government should set stricter rules for businesses on
issues like workers’ rights and environmental standards

B % Agree with A

Labour 43%
Switchers

Labour
Loyalists

Q. Which of these statements do you agree with more?

48

The Wildlife Trusts, and the Woodland Trust

stricter workers’ rights and environmental standards for
business, for example (see Figure 2). According to Lord
Ashcroft polling, Labour voters are broadly in sync with
the average voter on regulation whereas on issues such as
‘socialism’ or ‘green policies’ their views tend more to the
extreme (see Figure 3).

B) Red-tape on businesses should be cut
to help them grow and create more jobs

% Agree with B ]|

% 21%
37%

27%

Base: UK adults 18-75 (n=1,099) Labour preference (n=363), Conservative preference (n=188), Labour Switchers (n-139), Labour Loyalists (n=224)

8-11 March 2024. Source: Ipsos
©Ipsos x Apella: Labour & Business event | 19 March 2024 | External

*lIpsos x Apella: Labour and Business event, March 2024 (unpublished presentation)


https://conservativehome.com/2023/09/04/lord-ashcroft-my-latest-polling-what-voters-think-about-government-spending-tax-borrowing-delivery-and-the-states-size/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Newsletter%20for%20Monday%204th%20September%202023&utm_content=Newsletter%20for%20Monday%204th%20September%202023+CID_eeeef52332271524c368862b0517f817&utm_source=Daily%20Email&utm_term=My%20latest%20polling%20What%20voters%20think%20about%20government%20spending%20tax%20borrowing%20delivery%20-%20and%20the%20states%20siz
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lfKxy9hXUT7Oclf41lerGt1c9O5BSqPV/view
https://unchecked.uk/research/attitudes-of-younger-leave-voters-regulation-deregulation/
https://unchecked.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Unchecked_Strong-Protections_FINAL.pdf
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Figure 3

Do you think the following things are generally a force for good, or a force for ill? Please give each one a score between 0 and
10, where 0 means it is very much a force for ill, 10 means it is very much a force for good, and 5 means it is a mixed blessing.
(NB means scores, *2019 Conservative voter, current voting intention not Conservative)

A force for ill A force for good
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Once again, we find limited evidence of regional Scottish voters say they want a closer relationship
differences. Polling by the Tony Blair Institute for Global between the UK and the European Union (EU). A large
Change confirms that support for strong protections isas  majority said they want to keep EU regulations on
strong in Scotland, a key battleground in the next election, business, food safety, the environment and workers’
as it is in England and Wales. By almost three to one, rights rather than opting for the UK to set its own rules.



https://www.institute.global/insights/politics-and-governance/more-united-than-divided-how-voters-see-scotlands-future?utm_campaign=public-all&utm_medium=email&utm_source=dynamics#msdynttrid=Iguh2kcCGoQV8J9XVSI45cUNKo2Z3zeSSSeXPhLPG-Q
https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/politics/labour-50-chance-winning-most-31796237
https://unchecked.uk/research/protecting-what-matters-wales-polling/
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2.Voters see regulation as a solution to our biggest
challenges (including the NHS, the cost-of-living crisis

and climate change)

The NHS, inflation and climate change consistently
feature as the issues which voters are most concerned
about. Below we review evidence of how the public sees
the role of regulation in addressing these challenges.

OO0,

., Do voters think regulation is needed to improve
public health?

Public opinion data suggests that the public supports
regulatory interventions aimed at tackling major health
challenges, particularly when it comes to preventable
conditions which are placing the greatest strain on the
NHS (such as lung disease and obesity). As concluded in a
review by the Social Market Foundation think tank: ‘Polling
evidence suggests that public health interventions, even
relatively restrictive ones, tend to generate reasonable
popular support.’ This includes measures aimed at
decreasing the consumption of junk food and alcohol,
smoking bans and limits to access to online gambling.

Their conclusions are echoed in several recent polls on
attitudes to smoking bans. Polling by YouGov found that
71% of UK adults either supported or strongly supported
the Prime Minister’s moves to introduce a gradual ban on
cigarettes. They also found that 77% of the public support
an increase in the tax charged on vapes. Similar results
are found in relation to measures aimed at tackling the
obesity epidemic. Research by the King’s Fund found that
67.3% of British adults agree that the government should
require companies to reduce the amount of fat, salt and
sugar they put in their products (only 5% disagreed) and
64.6% wanted to see tough new restrictions imposed on
the advertising of unhealthy food and drink).

As attitudes to mental illness become more tolerant,
support for regulatory measures to tackle problems
like addiction, depression and anxiety is also growing,
particularly in relation to young people. More in Common
finds that 64% of people think that a ban on selling
smartphonesto under-16s would be a good idea, compared
with 20% who said it was a bad idea. The curb is most
popular among 2019 Tory voters, echoing unpublished
qualitative research carried out by Unchecked UK where
we found very strong levels of support for regulating
social media companies in the Red Wall. A recent review
of attitudes to gambling suggests that firmer regulation
may have contributed to a recent lessening of public
concerns about problem gambling.

//\/ Do voters think regulation can bring down inflation?

In the context of high inflation, we find some evidence
that voters are supportive of regulatory measures aimed
at tackling rising prices via stronger regulations. We find
evidence of strong public support for clampdowns on
profiteering and over-pricing, for example. According to
polling by BMG, 67% of respondents backed price caps
on essential goods, such as milk, eggs and bread, in
supermarkets (just 13% opposed the idea). However, it is
worth noting that most voters don’t think over-pricing is
a key driver of inflation. According to polling for Apella
by Ipsos, only about a quarter of Labour voters and
13% of Conservatives identify excessive profits as a key
contributor to rising costs (see Figure 4).


https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/research-analysis/attitudes-to-mental-health
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2024/apr/10/uk-ministers-considering-banning-sale-of-smartphones-to-under-16s
https://igamingbusiness.com/sustainable-gambling/uk-attitudes-towards-gambling-improve-for-first-time-since-2016/
https://www.retail-week.com/grocery/exclusive-survey-75-of-consumers-believe-supermarkets-profiteering/7044073.article
https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/food-price-caps-voters-support-supermarket-controls-cost-of-living-2449962?source=email-labour-list&link_id=3&can_id=32ab4a257d852885914ab9e196404dcd&email_referrer=email_1980343&email_subject=price-controls-graduate-led-nurseries-and-anti-boycott-bills
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/uk-opinion-polls
https://www.smf.co.uk/publications/public-health-policies-politics/
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/health/survey-results/daily/2023/09/25/cbec9/2
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/mar/16/tories-and-labour-urged-to-show-courage-to-act-on-unhealthy-food?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email
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Figure 4

Labour voters see excessive profits as one of the top three factors leading to the rising cost of living
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Q. Which of the following issues, if any, do you think are the biggest issues contributing to the rising cost of living in the UK today?

Please choose up to three

Base: UK adults 18-75 (n=1,099) Labour preference (n=363), Conservative preference (n=188), 8-11 March 2024. Source: Ipsos

‘ Do voters support green regulation?

Although concerns about the political risks associated
with green regulations have intensified, the evidence
suggests that these concerns are often overblown.

Analysis by the University of Leeds, for example,
concludes that a majority of the UK public supports
what they label ‘command and control interventions’ to
drive net zero (including stringent requirements for car
manufacturers and higher standards for new vehicles
and appliances). Despite the political controversy around
Low Traffic Neighbourhoods (LTNs), evidence of their
unpopularity also appears overblown. An unpublished
review by the Department for Transport (reported by the
Guardian) concluded that, overall, twice as many local
people support LTNs as are opposed to them. Surveys of
residents in four sample schemes (in London, Birmingham,

Wigan and York), found an average of 45% support and
21% opposition (58% of people surveyed did not know
they lived in an LTN).

However, this is not to under-estimate the potential for
green regulations to generate opposition. Evidence from
Public First / Onward (see Figure 5) found that the public is
split evenly (across support, oppose and neither) on bans.
Their research suggests that concerns are not intractable,
however, and can be allayed by measures aimed at helping
the concerned sectors of the public manage costs and
other impacts. Similar conclusions are reached by More in
Common in their research on these measures. Here again
the public is fairly evenly split: 43% support a ban on
installation of new gas boilers by 2035, and 34% oppose.
Their research also finds big differences across values
groups (with 75% of Progressive Activists expressing
support but only 25% of Disengaged Traditionalists

2 For an outline of the More in Common seven values groups see Britain’s Choice.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/figure/10.1080/14693062.2023.2273302?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2024/mar/08/low-traffic-neighbourhoods-generally-popular-report-ordered-by-sunak-finds
https://www.ukonward.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Hotting-Up_Onward.pdf?mc_cid=c0e2bff09c&mc_eid=3730927ea0
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/blog/what-do-the-public-think-about-net-zero/
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/blog/what-do-the-public-think-about-net-zero/
https://www.britainschoice.uk/

Unchecked UK: Protect or Deregulate: what do voters want?

stating the same - see Figure 6).2 But like in the previous
study, they conclude that interventions aimed at placating
concerns, including suitable compensation, proved key. In
their words: ‘What does earn proponents of renewable
energy developments a hearing with the quiet majority
are: tangible arguments about the personal benefits of
these schemes; being upfront about temporary upheaval
during construction and what you'll do to mitigate against
it; and talking about how these developments can also
benefit the other things communities are concerned
about from crime to the cost of living.” In short, concerns
about potential downsides of green regulation can be
addressed with simple measures designed to allay what
are generally common sense anxieties.

Other factors also play a critical role. Recent analysis

Figure 5

by Focaldata shows that framing is a key factor shaping
public attitudes, particularly for voters most likely to
support populist-right policies. They find that levels
of concern for green policies increase significantly
among those voters when they are presented against
an economic trade-off, such as job creation. Similarly,
Oxford University Sociologist, Stephen Fisher, argues
that prevarication rather than concern about the impact
of regulations may have contributed more to an increase
in climate scepticism amongst 2019 Conservative voters
(with as many as 41% now saying that concerns around
climate change ‘have been exaggerated’ - up 6 points from
what it had been before the Prime Minister announced his
decision to delay key proposals). He suggests that lack of
political leadership rather than concern about regulation
is likely a bigger driver.

“Do you support or oppose phasing out the sale of new gas boilers by 2035 and replacing them with electric heat pumps?”

mocrat

Labour

rvative

Public

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Source: Public First; Onward analysis
Strongly support Support Don’t Know
|
Il Neither support Oppose Il Strongly Oppose

nor oppose

“Do you support or oppose phasing out the sale of new petrol and diesel vehicles by 2030, but allowing second hand

car sales to continue?”

mocrat

Labour

rvative

Public

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Source: Public First; Onward analysis
. Strongly support Support Don’t Know
Il Neither support Oppose Il Strongly Oppose

nor oppose


https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/blog/britain-s-quiet-majority/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/culturenomics-will-define-new-political-era-fqvx0nvb3?utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-89nRvWigF82W5bRn4tESRDFtU9LpLsQgjpCycH3D9bEY7wJHS-sjG5zDboEqsBl6Pbtraf9duPI5or0uL6VrPSxOlv_A&_hsmi=302205226&utm_content=302205226&utm_source=hs_email
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/reports/the-state-of-public-opinion-2023/
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Figure 6

Should the government stick to or slow down its climate plans?

Plans to ban the installation of new gas boilers by 2035
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Source: More in Common, September 2023

3. Pro-regulation sentiment does not equate to anti-
growth, but the public wants boundaries and tougher

action to prevent harm

Our review of the evidence confirms that, despite the
major economic challenges, the UK public remains largely
persuaded of the benefits of free markets. According
to Frank Luntz’s research, for example, 40% of British
people choose capitalism as the system that makes
countries like the UK richer (26% choose socialism); 80%

of British people agree that success is ‘earned, deserved
and justified’; 71% think that ‘building homes so people
have the freedom to live where they want’ is important
to society. On balance, Labour voters are more concerned
about the under-regulation of business, but here too we
find attitudes are relatively balanced (see Figure 7).


https://cps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CPS-The-Language-of-Freedom.pdf
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Figure 7

A) There is too much regulation of British business

B % Agree with A

e

Labour
Switchers

Labour
%
Loyalists 20

Q. Which of these statements do you agree with more?

B) There is too little regulation of British business

% Agree with B i

22%

22%

30%

Base: UK adults 18-75 (n=1,099) Labour preference (n=363), Conservative preference (n=188), Labour Switchers (n-139), Labour Loyalists (n=224)

8-11 March 2024. Source: Ipsos
©lIpsos x Apella: Labour & Business event | 19 March 2024 | External

These insights are confirmed in a recent report in the
Economist which found that 49% of voters agreed that
economic growth ‘does more good than harm’ (against
17% who thought the opposite was true). Asked to list
the results of higher growth, respondents tended to cite
benefits (including higher wages, more jobs and higher
spending on public services) rather than disadvantages
(like worse pollution).

But these apparently high levels of public support for
market economics are far from unconditional. According
to the evidence, support tends to be dependent on people
feeling that markets are being governed actively and

Figure 8

effectively. The Economist, for example, finds that 38%
agreed that politicians ‘focus too much on economic
growth at the expense of other issues’. By 43% to 29%,
respondents thought more focus should be placed on
environmental protection, ‘even if that harms economic
growth’. More in Common research also challenges the
idea that support for protections is anti-growth, as is
sometimes claimed by advocates for deregulation. They
argue that, far from posing a trade off, the public sees
these positions are compatible - people favour policies
which both enable economic growth and ensure risks and
abuse are prevented.

The government argues that it is necessary to remove regulations in order to promote economic growth.

Which of the following statements is closest to your view?

53%

We should strengthen regulations to protect workers
and the environment, regardless of the impact on growth

22%

We should be willing

to accept weaker

labour market or
environmental rules in
order to promote growth

25%

Don’t know

Deregulation: what do British voters think?, Unchecked UK, October 2022
Polling with Stack Data Strategy, supported by British Safety Council, National Consumer Federation, RSPB,

The Wildlife Trusts, and the Woodland Trust


https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/09/29/what-british-people-think-about-economic-growth
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/blog/britain-s-quiet-majority/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-growth_coalition
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These insights are confirmed by constituency-level
research by Stack Data Strategy on attitudes to planning
and development. They conclude that it is not the fact
of development but the way in which programmes are
delivered that determines levels of local opposition.
In places where local communities are reassured that
protections for things like local nature spots and high
streets are in place, resistance tends to be far less intense.
Similar trends are found in relation to worker protections,

Conclusion

Just as most voters think that public investment is a
greater priority than tax cuts, this review shows that
the majority rejects the idea that cutting back rules and
weakening standards is either necessary or desirable.
The trade off between growth and regulation fails to

with research showing that four fifths of target voters
react positively to Labour’s “pro worker, pro business”
slogan. Once again, protections and growth are not seen
as an either/or choice but as mutually reinforcing.

In short, whilst the public buys into the importance
of economic growth, a majority also fully understands
the risks of deregulated markets to people and the
environment (see Figure 8).

resonate. Indeed, the British public’s core of support for
rules and their enforcement appears to have strengthened
in a context of low growth and greater insecurity. Policy
makers, politicians and the private sector, should take
note.
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https://www.stackdatastrategy.com/blog/winning-public-support-for-development
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/most-voters-comment-see-more-pro-business-labour-fflf0rk9p?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Red%20Box%2029%20March%202023&utm_term=audience_RED_BOX
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/eremy-hunt-tax-cuts-spring-budget-uk-2024-lhx09ndb3?mc_cid=88c03bd280&mc_eid=af4ec79ed7

About Unchecked UK

Unchecked UK makes the case for common-sense
protections which help keep people safe, allow businesses
to thrive and protect the natural environment.

We are a growing and diverse network of leading
organisations who see sensible, properly enforced
protections as the framework for a decent society - where
the food we eat and the things we buy can be trusted,
our landscape and wildlife are protected, our homes and
workplaces are safe.

We carry out research and investigations to highlight the
loss of protection for the UK public that results from the
erosion of important regulations and of the public bodies
which enforce them.
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Through public opinion research, we shape new positive
narratives about our shared protections and the
enforcement agencies who work hard to keep us safe.

Ultimately, Unchecked UK aims to shift the political
discussion around regulation, and to build momentum
for proper investment in the public bodies which defend
them.

We are a non-partisan organisation, incubated as a project
of The Ecology Trust.

Find out more about our work:
www.unchecked.uk



https://www.climatecentre.org.uk/
https://twitter.com/Unchecked_UK
http://www.unchecked.uk
http://www.unchecked.uk

