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Polls Apart:
democracy in an age of inequality
By Paul Skidmore

Introduction

The cash-for-peerages scandal has turned the nation’s gaze to the grubby relationship between money and politics. But the real
scandal in British politics is not that the rich have too much influence but that the poor have too little.

This paper argues that as our society has become more unequal since the late 1970s, so too has our democracy. Democratic
government is founded on the essential premise that the preferences of all citizens, no matter what their status or station, should
count equally.That premise is under threat. Politics is increasingly the preserve of the more affluent. Rich and poor are becoming, quite
literally, polls apart.

The paper tries to do four things. First, it marshals the growing body of evidence about the rise in political inequality. Second, it offers
an account of why the democratic left should be profoundly disturbed by these developments.Third, it suggests some possible
explanations for why political inequality has risen, centred on the parallel growth in social inequality. Finally, it offers some modest
proposals for what we can do about it.

A divided democracy

It’s widely known that the gap between the haves and the have-nots grew rapidly in the 1980s and 1990s. Having been relatively
stable for much of the post-war period, the Gini Coefficient – the most common measure of how equally incomes are distributed
between households – increased dramatically. Labour in government has managed to arrest that growth, but not reverse it. Less
frequently noted, but just as great a cause for concern, is that political inequality has also been growing. It’s not just that overall voter 
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Table 1: variation in political participation by social class 

Measure of participation Highest social classes† Lowest social classes† 

1. Voting1 71% 54% 

2. Civic activism2 - active as a school governor, member of a regeneration body or tenants’ committee, or similar body with decision-making role in local services
16% 4% 

3. Civil consultation2 - taken part in consultations on local services or issues 
31% 12% 

4. Civic participation2 - contacted a local councillor, council official, MP, government official, GLA member or official; attended a public meeting or rally; took part in a 
public demonstration; or[1]signed a petition 

51% 28% 

5. Formal volunteering2 - unpaid help given as part of groups, clubs or organisations to benefit others or The environment 
59% 26% 

6. Average number of interest/community group memberships per person3

2.63 0.73 

† Measures 1 and 6 use the old Registrar General Social Class categories where highest refers to “AB” professional/managerial/technical occupations and lowest refers to “DE” unskilled 
occupations. Measures 2-5 use National Statistics Socio-economic Classification categories, where highest refers to “higher managerial and professional occupations” and lowest refers to 
“routine occupations”

1 Figure from general election 2005. Source: E Keaney and B Rogers, A Citizen’s Duty (ippr, 2006) 2 Source: Citizenship Survey 2005,
http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1505767 <http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1505767>  

3 Source: European Social Values Survey 1999, cited in Paola Grenier and Karen Wright, ‘Social capital in Britain: an update and critique of Hall’s analysis’, CCS 
International Working Paper Number 14 



turnout has fallen to the lowest levels since universal suffrage, but that the difference in voter turnout between the highest social
classes and the lowest is probably wider now than at any point since the abolition of property requirements. At the last general
election it had reached 17%. In the 1960s, the gap in turnout between citizens in the top quartile of the income distribution and
citizens in the bottom quartile was around 7%. By 2005 it had doubled and, as Emily Keaney and Ben Rogers note, the bottom
quartile was the only group of voters whose rates of turnout did not improve after the historic low of 2001.[i]

The effect of social inequality on politics is even felt before voters reach the polling station: people in the poorest areas are 35% less
likely to be registered to vote in the first place than those living in more affluent areas.

This would be less worrying if the least affluent were simply choosing to exercise their political voice in others ways. But as Table 1
shows, that is not what we observe. Instead, forms of political and civic activism that lie outside formal representative politics – things
like membership of interest groups, involvement in community associations, or joining petitions and protests – display an even stronger
class bias.

In short, politics has become a middle class sport. Not only are the least well off less likely to be active participants, but fewer and
fewer are even choosing to spectate.

Political equality: the democratic left case

In a democracy that is built on the principle of political equality, these developments should profoundly disturb right and left alike. But
there are good reasons, practically and politically, why the democratic left should be especially concerned.

The first is the traditional view of democracy as a weapon of the least affluent. As the American community organiser Saul Alinsky put
it, “the power of the Have-Nots rests only with their numbers.”[ii] Political equality has been important not just as an end itself but as a
way of securing for the less affluent masses in the political realm protections and entitlements which they could not otherwise claim in
the economic realm. It was this logic that underpinned T.H. Marshall’s model of citizenship, with the gradual assertion of civil and
political rights by the lower classes in the 18th and 19th century paving the way for the securing of social rights in the 20th.[iii]

To see what the unravelling of political rights might mean for social rights does not require a great leap of imagination – merely a trip
across the Atlantic to the United States, where the trends in political and social inequality are even more stark than they are in the
UK.The evidence suggests that members of Congress are now consistently and substantially more responsive to the views of their
higher income constituents. Princeton political scientist Larry Bartels studied the voting records of Senators in the late 1980s and
1990s on issues like government spending, civil rights and the minimum wage. He found that the views of constituents in the upper
third of the income distribution received about 50% more weight than those in the middle third, and that the views of constituents in
the bottom third of the income distribution received no weight at all.[iv]

With policies like the minimum wage and tax credits for working families, Labour has shown its commitment to helping those on low
incomes. But to be meaningful those achievements must outlast the lifetime of Labour in power (however long that may be), and that
will not happen unless those who most directly benefit from those policies are politically mobilised to defend them. Again the
comparison with the U.S. is instructive: the level of the federal minimum wage was frozen under Republican governments in the 1980s
and again in the late 1990s and 2000s. Before Democrats managed to wrest back control of Congress and duly legislated to increase
the minimum wage at the start of this year, its real value had fallen to its lowest level since 1955.[v]

Second, and closer to home, the combination of social inequality and political alienation has created the conditions for a different, but
equally troubling threat: the rise of the BNP. After becoming BNP leader in 1999, Nick Griffin expressed his intention to make the
party ‘the focus... of the neglected and oppressed white working class’.[vi] Whilst the origins of public support for the BNP are
complex,[vii] and its threat can only be countered “street-by-street”, as Jon Cruddas MP puts it, there is no doubt that the profound
political disengagement of one of Labour’s traditional constituencies plays into the BNP’s hands.

Third, rising political inequality can have a corrosive effect on our political culture.With the electorate truncated, the incentive for
political parties is to crowd to the centre.There are already plenty of worrying signs that ordinary voters no longer feel able to
distinguish any difference between Labour and the Conservatives (see Figure 1). Under these conditions, it is hardly surprising that
disappointment with the party in office has evolved into disillusion with politics itself, to which the collapse in reported public trust in
government attests.
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Finally, DEs are a crucial if neglected part of the social
democratic constituency. Between 1979 and 2005 support
for Labour amongst DEs averaged 50%. Certainly too
many of these votes were “wasted” in heartlands
constituencies where they couldn’t make much of a
difference. But results in several seats at the last election
showed that with an increasingly volatile electorate, lower
turnouts, and particular salient local issues playing a more
prominent role in campaigns, Labour cannot afford to take
its heartlands for granted.

I am not saying that targeting the least well-off should
come at the expense of seeking a broad-based coalition.
Liam Byrne MP and others are right to warn that winning

the aspirational middle-class remains critical to Labour’s electoral fortunes, and I agree that success “won't come by selecting one part
of the New Labour coalition and disregarding the other.”[viii] But no “progressive consensus” worthy of the name can be built without
the active participation of the least well-off.

Interest and engagement

We need to begin by trying to understand why that participation is no longer forthcoming. One useful starting point lies in the
relationship between voting and “political efficacy”. Academics have found that the more interested you are in politics, the more
knowledgeable about it, and the more you think political action can make a difference, the more likely you are to vote. For example,
only 31% of those who reported having no interest in politics voted at the last election, compared to 81% of those who claimed to
have a great deal of interest.[ix] 

What has essentially happened over the last 10 years is that the least interested and engaged have tuned out of politics altogether.
According to the latest edition of British Social Attitudes, “Since 1997 turnout has fallen by no less than 28 percentage points amongst
those least interested in politics, but by only 6 points amongst the most interested.”[x] The macro trends on disengagement therefore
conceal a more complex picture: British politics has lost some support even amongst the more engaged parts of the electorate, but it
has absolutely haemorrhaged support from the less engaged parts.

The problem is that political efficacy and engagement is heavily linked to class. 76% of ABs report being interested in politics
compared to 37% of DEs. 63% of ABs say they would be prepared to contact their MP or local councillor, twice the figure for DEs
(32%). And 60% of ABs feel knowledgeable about politics, almost three times the number for DEs.[xi] The least engaged who have
been turned off politics have been drawn disproportionately from the ranks of the least well-off.The question is why.

Part of the answer is that when you are struggling to make ends meet, tuning in to watch Question Time may not be high on your list
of priorities. It’s certainly true that political participation is easier the more time, money and cognitive resources you have to devote to
it.[xii] But this explanation is at best partial, and at worst patronising. By any reasonable measure the least well-off are better educated
and face lower barriers to political participation than they did fifty years ago. If they are opting out, it is less likely to be because they
perceive the costs of participation to be too high than that they perceive its benefits to be too low.

Why might this be? Research has shown that mobilisation is key to political participation, because it changes people’s perceptions of
these costs and benefits. If people are “invited” to participate in the political process through intermediaries like political parties, trade
unions, community associations or interest groups, it greatly increases their propensity to get involved.

But at the same time as social inequality has increased, the level of political mobilisation has declined.

The rise of inequality and the decline of mobilisation

For 25 years after the end of the Second World War, Britain became a somewhat more equal society. But that progress stalled in the
late 1970s and went sharply into reverse in the1980s as a result of an interlinked combination of economic, social and political
changes.These included: industrial restructuring which left hundreds of thousands out of work; de-unionisation, which took away the
“compressing” effect of collective bargaining agreements; greater openness to trade; increased “returns to education”; and the tax and
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benefit reforms of the Thatcher government.

As Figure 2 shows, the shift from manufacturing to service-based
employment, the decline in levels of trade union membership, and
increases in income inequality as measured by the Gini Coefficent
all marched hand-in-hand in the 1980s and early 1990s.

But the decline of the unions has also had an important political
effect, because it has weakened one of the institutions best-placed
to mobilise the least well-off into politics. Another – the Church
of England – also suffered in this period, losing 349,000 regular
Sunday church-goers, over a quarter of the total, between 1980
and 2005.[xiii]

It is true that new social movements and single issue groups
based on concerns for the environment, human rights, and other causes emerged in this period. But they have proved a poor
substitute in two key respects. In the first place, they are dominated by the middle class, and to some extent reflect distinctly middle-
class concerns. A survey of Greenpeace and Amnesty International members in the mid-1990s found that upwards of 70% described
themselves as middle-class, and more than half had at least a first university degree.[xiv] Secondly, they tend to function as what Grant
Jordan and William Maloney have dubbed “protest businesses”, in which a mass dues-paying membership exists primarily to finance a
centralised, professionalized advocacy operation rather than to act as the foot soldiers of a genuinely participatory political movement
or campaign.

Tackling political inequality

The good news is that the trends in social inequality seem at last to be moving, albeit slowly, in the right direction. Labour needs to
recognise that this represents a (partial) political as well as a moral vindication of its social policy agenda. Electoral logic may not be
the best justification for working harder to tackle child poverty and support families on low incomes. But with David Cameron’s
Conservatives mounting a stiffer challenge for the centre-ground, it has been seen by some as a reason for not doing so. Labour must
hold its nerve, and seize the political space that has been created by Cameron’s repositioning of the Tories when it comes to social
policy the same way that it has recently been able to on the environment.The political effects may not show up in the polls, because
they are mediated through more gradual processes of social and economic change, but in the long-run it will serve to strengthen its
progressive coalition.

Education is another area which offers win-wins in addressing both social and political inequality. As was noted earlier, economists have
observed that one reason for rising inequality is that the “returns to education” in the labour market have increased over recent
decades as a result of technological change. Countries that have done a better job at investing in their workforce have tended to
perform better on measures of income inequality.[xv] But there are returns to education when it comes to political participation, too:
the better educated you are, the more likely you are to participate.[xvi] Tackling educational under-attainment therefore makes political,
as well as social and economic sense.

But while critically important, neither of these represents a programmatic agenda for tackling political inequality. One of the worst-kept
secrets in Westminster is that Gordon Brown will make democratic renewal an important part of his early programme should he, as
expected, succeed Tony Blair as Prime Minister later this year.That presents a golden opportunity to try to address the problem of
political inequality. Four broad sets of options ought to be considered.

The first is electoral reform. A strong argument in favour of proportional representation is that it appears to do a better job of
promoting political equality. According to one recent review of the cross-national evidence, PR does a much better job of encouraging
participation among those with a lower level of political knowledge and engagement (who, as we have seen, are drawn
disproportionately from the least well-off).Where PR is used, 55% of those with a ‘very low’ level of knowledge turn out to vote,
compared to only 38% in First-Past-The-Post systems.[xvii] The main reason is that under PR parties spend less time chasing after the
median voter, clearer differences in party positions are able to emerge, and voters feel they are presented with a more genuine
choice. Parties also have a stronger incentive to spread their resources across all constituencies, which matters when mobilisation plays
such a major role in getting voters to the polls.
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The second is compulsory voting. If Gordon Brown is looking for more visible ways to give institutional expression to fundamental
British values, he could do worse than to make democratic participation integral to what it means to be a British citizen. As Keaney
and Rogers argue, requiring all citizens to cast a ballot is the most effective way to raise turnout and narrow inequalities in turnout
between rich and poor.[xviii] In Australia and Belgium, where compulsory voting is used, turnout since 1946 has averaged 94.5% and
92.7% respectively. By contrast, when the Netherlands abolished its compulsory voting laws in 1970 inequalities in turnout increased
significantly.[xix] More than thirty countries worldwide have adopted some form of compulsory voting. Exact provisions vary, but in
general electoral law requires every citizen to complete a ballot (though they are free to spoil it or vote for “none of the above”).
Authorities check that citizens have voted, and can impose fines or other sanctions on those that have not. In practice, the sanctions
do not have to be very severe to induce fairly high rates of compliance.

With the public quick to blame politicians for our current democratic predicament, there would certainly be some opposition to such
a radical reform. But the government has been remarkably successful at convincing people that, in areas like welfare-to-work, rights
come with responsibilities. It needs to do the same with voting. Fifty years ago, the vast majority of people believed that citizens had a
duty to vote.There is no reason why that could not be true again. Institutional fixes like PR and compulsory voting might help to
address the symptoms of political inequality, but history teaches us that real democratic progress only comes when people demand it
for themselves.Two examples illustrate the point, and highlight important areas for reform.

The first is tenant involvement. It is striking that among the proliferating array of structures for engaging citizens in decision-making
about public services,[xx] some of the most successful have been tenant involvement structures like tenant management organisations
(TMOs).TMOs were established under “Right to Manage” rules in the mid-1990s, and provide for tenants' or residents' organisations
to take on the responsibility for the day-to-day management of their estates.There are now about 250 TMOs in the country. Surveys
of participants have shown that the primary motivations for citizens to set up TMOs are wanting to have more say (cited by 76%),
dissatisfaction with the repairs and maintenance service (69%), or poor housing management (51%).[xxi] In other words, the lesson of
tenant involvement is that when an issue is close to people’s lives, they care enough to want to get involved; when they have a
channel for getting involved, they will; and when they see that their participation makes a difference, they carry on. And the outcomes
speak for themselves: independent evaluations show that TMOs outperform local authorities in housing management, and that tenant
involvement has led to better services as a direct result of residents’ input, as well as fewer voids, lower tenant turnover, and greater
neighbourliness.[xxii] 

That lesson that ought to inform the wider public service reform agenda. Empowering the least well-off in the right ways is good
policy, but it is also good politics. It’s good policy because under the right conditions it leads to better service outcomes.[xxiii] It’s good
politics because it creates a core of engaged, well-connected change agents in every local community who care about improving
public services and are thus natural members of Labour’s coalition. In its willingness to experiment with Patient and Public Involvement
Panels, New Deal for Communities Boards and the like, the government has shown that it at least understands the first point, even if
it’s not quite sure how to achieve it.[xxiv] But there are few signs that it really understands the second point. 350,000 school governors,
4,000 Youth Offender Panel members, 750 New Deal for Communities board members, 2,500 public governors of Foundation
Hospital Trust Boards, 5,000 members of Patient and Public Involvement Forums, 200 independent members of police authorities,
1,000 community representatives on Primary Care Trusts, 4,000 community representatives on Local Strategic Partnerships, 20,000
tenant representatives on housing association committees of management and tenant management boards and 80,000 residents on
ward and area committees, or other forms of neighbourhood governance: this is a sizeable coalition for change.These people should
be Labour’s ambassadors in every community. But they are simply not being harnessed as effectively as they should be. Labour
urgently needs to look again at these structures, and begin a conversation with the citizens populating them. In the managerial focus
on delivery, in wanting to bypass local councils, and in the anxiety about politicising the NHS and other public services, we’ve lost sight
of the fact that what brings people into politics is passion.

That leads to the final point: party reform. Any doubts about the importance of passion ought to be dispelled by the extraordinary
success of the Citizens’ Organising Foundation in mobilising some of the country’s most disadvantaged communities, first in East
London and later across the capital and now in Birmingham, to demand (and achieve) living wages, better housing, and improved
treatment for new migrants.[xxv] There is nothing particularly revolutionary about COF’s techniques: the emphasis on campaigning; the
slow, painstaking construction of a coalition of progressive organisations in particular areas; careful, inclusive negotiations to establish
shared priorities; realistic goals for change; judicious selection of targets, most famously the Canary Wharf financial institutions; a
willingness to embrace creative, eye-catching ways to get their message across.What is striking is how dissimilar this approach is to the
prevailing ethos that has guided Labour’s attempts at internal party renewal.The whole “Partnership in Power” process has been
predicated on the assumption that what party members want, what will keep them energised, and what will attract new members to
the fold, is the chance to influence policy.The result is that Labour has invested in a hugely complex set of consultation arrangements,
which have had a negligible impact on government policy – and in truth could never really have expected to – and which have done
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nothing to arrest party decline.To borrow David Miliband’s phrase, Labour has internally become a party built around incumbency not
insurgency.[xxvi] COF’s success shows that participation can be something both more emancipatory, because it is about securing
tangible, direct improvements in people’s lives, and more fun. Despite all the obstacles they face, even the most disadvantaged groups
will participate if they think that their participation will make a difference, if it is directed to specific causes and campaigns that are
relevant to their lives, and if they are supported and connected by a broader coalition of organisations they trust and feel part of. It’s a
big challenge; but thanks to organisations like COF, at least there are some excellent models to learn from.

Conclusion

The pursuit of political equality has been one of the left’s most totemic and successful rallying cries. Millions opting out of politics may
not pose the same moral imperative as millions being denied the choice, as in the UK before women’s suffrage or South Africa before
the end of apartheid. But those who would defend democracy must guard against atrophy from the bottom as much as abuse from
the top

“I think the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live as the greatest he”, said the Leveller Thomas Rainborough.That fundamental
principle has animated democratic reform in our country for 350 years.We must honour it again today.

Paul Skidmore is a McConnell Fellow in the MPA programme at the Woodrow Wilson School for Public and International Affairs at
Princeton University and a former government adviser.
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