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Abstract

Fifty years ago adistinguished group of American politicad scientists suggested that their government
would be improved if US parties adopted the responsible party model. They used Britain asa
modd for this, characterisng the British system as having nationd party programs, regular policy-
making conventions, strong and active loca branches, permanent professona staff and program-
conscious paty members. Theam of this paper isto examine the extent to which the
contemporary British party system fitsthismodd in rdation to the role of party members. It
examines the importance of party programsin recruiting and sustaning party membersin the
Labour, Conservative and Libera Democrat parties. It looks at the extent to which there are
underlying values and beliefs in the attitudes of party members, and explores their own conception
of their role in developing policies and programmes. The paper concludes by examining some of

the dilemmas for party management created by these attitudes among grassroots party members.



Introduction

Fifty years ago adistinguished group of American palitical scientists recommended that their
government would be improved if parties became more responsible. By responsible the palitical
scientists meant principled and accountable. Thelr view was that US parties should have nationd
programmes, regular policy-making conventions, strong and active local branches, permanent
professond staff, and programme-conscious party members. These new responsible parties would
replace the existing ‘loose confederations of state and local machines (APSA, 1950: 25), and they
would no longer act ‘ as mere brokers between different groups and interests, but as agencies of the
electorate’ (APSA, 1950:16). Such responsible parties would provide ‘ an dternative to
government by pressure group’ (APSA, 1950:85).

Assuming that fifty years later another group of distinguished American politicd scientists
decided that the responsible party was worth recommending would they <till ook to Greet Britain as
the modd? What has happened to British parties since 19507 Are they programmatic, do they
recruit programme-conscious members who participate in the formulation of the party programmes,
do they have strong and active congtituency organisations and do they maintain professona
bureaucracies?

The answers to these questions require more space than is available in this paper so here we
propose to concentrate upon an underlying feeture of the entire origind APSA report, namely the
need for responsble parties to have active members. Three of the five features of the responsible
party modd highlighted in the report require parties to have an active grassroots membership; these

are regular policy-making conventions, strong and active loca branches, and a programme-



conscious membership. A fourth - anationa programme - would involve participation and
ddiberation by party members. Arguably, understanding the role and activities of party membersis
the key to understanding the responsible party modd.

On the basis of our studies of Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat party members
over the past ten years,' we report on the sate of British parties at the grassrootsin this paper. We
proposg, firgt, to examine the trends in party membership over timeto see how their overdl
numbers have changed; secondly, we will consder whether the individuals who join British parties
are programme-conscious and if such programmes help to recruit and motivate them once they have
joined; and, third, to probe the extent to which members expect to participate in policy-making and
programme building. We conclude by congdering some of the dilemmas involved in managing
partieswhich in Britain a least remain respongble in terms of the APSA committee’ s underlying
assumptions.

Party Membership

It might be thought that the APSA committee’ s attachment to the importance of party
membership isoutdated. Certainly there are numerous academics and contemporary politica
commentators who take this view. For example, Mair has suggested that ‘the party on the ground ...
is becoming lessimportant or ... isin decling (1997: 24). Richardson has argued that * citizens now
have an active market-place for participation in which to shop’ (1994: 17). Asaconsequence he
believes that individuads today are more likely to join pressure groups than politica parties. The
Guardian’s politica editor writes that ‘ decline [of members] isinevitable (June 23, 1998). To
some extent the parties themsdves have hdped to confirm such opinions. Individua membership of

both Conservative and Labour parties started to decline soon after the APSA committee reported



and, as can be seenin Table 1, that trend has continued almost unabated.?
- Table 1 about here -

The fact that between 1994 and 1997 the Labour party reversed the trend decline suggests
that it is not some inevitable feature of modern society and poalitics but can be influenced by a
party’ s own recruitment strategies. For much of the post-war period both the Labour and
Consarvative leaderships disolayed only limited interest in their membership. Periodic recruitment
campagns initiated from the 1960s onwards were more symbalic than red, essentialy because both
leaderships were not convinced of the importance of members. The development of anew
communications technology, televison and advertiang in particular, meant that so long as parties
could obtain the money for dection campaigning, they did not fed the need for human resources.
Members were regarded as less efficient ameans of communicating with voters than the TV
“firedde chat” or the mass advertising campaign. This attitude was strongly influenced by an
academic consensus that members were not important in influencing eectord outcomes (Butler and
King, 1966; Epstein, 1967; Butler and Kavanagh, 1988).

However, after dmodt forty years of rdative indifference to members, atransformation in
attitude has occurred in which both the Labour and Conservative party |eaderships have openly and
publicly committed themsdlves to the expanson of membership as an important fegture of their
politica dtrategies. Labour’s declared target is hdf a million members by 2001 (Labour Party,
1998) and, amilarly, the Conservative sis 1 million by ‘the Millenium’ (Conservative Party, 1997:
26). After expanding membership from 305,000 in 1994 to 405,000 in 1997, Labour has not
settled back in government and relaxed its recruitment campaign, athough recruitment has stdled

gncethe eection. It is noticeable the extent to which Prime Minigter Blair congtantly emphasises



the importance of members as part of hislong-term governing project (see, for example, Guardian,
May 1, 1998; Tribune, February 25, 2000). Similarly, the Conservative party, after adisastrous
haemorrhaging of its membership during the 1990s, is now intent on reproducing Labour’s
recruitment successes.

The reasons for this switch to a determined membership-recruitment strategy are fourfold.
Fird, the eectord benefits of an active membership became more apparent in the 1990s. Research
has reveded that locally-active members who engaged in contacting voters through delivering
lesflets and canvassing and in mounting election-day organization to ensure voter turn out, produce
highly significant effects on congtituency outcomesin generd eections (Denver and Hands, 1997;
Johnston and Pettie, 1995; Seyd and Whitdey, 1992; Whiteley, Seyd and Richardson, 1994). By
1992 the Labour party had taken note of the clams that an active membership brought beneficia
electoral consequences.®

The best example of the eectora benefits of an active membership occurred in the 1997
generd eection when the Liberd Democrats more than doubled their number of MPsin the House
of Commons at the same time as ther share of the nationd vote declined. Thiswaslargely dueto
targeted, locd campaignsinwhichitslocd activigts played a sgnificant role (Whiteley and Seyd,
1999).

Second, members enhance a party’ s political legitimacy. A large and increasing
membership suggests popular support. Recruitment of new members became a mgor feature of
Blair's leadership enabling him to claim that Labour spoke for abroad community of people, in
contrast to the Conservative s diminishing and narrow condtituency. One of the reasons for the

Consarvative leader, William Hague, wanting to recruit new Conservative members has been to



provide him and his party with a source of palitica legitimacy. It isameans by which he can
demondrate that his persona qudities of leadership are atractive and it enables him to clam that
the Consarvative party is atracting a broader and more representative level of support. Smilarly,
the re-emergence of the Liberd Democrats as a sgnificant force in British politics has been closdy
identified with its daim to have strong linksin locd communities.

Third, dl parties are now keen to demondrate their democratic credentids by extending
membership participation in party decison-making. New structures and procedures have been
created to enable membersto play asgnificant role in intra-party affars. In such circumstances
new members are an added attraction if they are more inclined to support the leadership than
existing members and activists. Labour’ s experience between 1979 and 1983, when the party had
come under the powerful influence of left activigts, and subsequently came very close to eectord
collapse, played an important part in Nell Kinnock’s, and then John Smith’s, commitment to
membership recruitment. Thelr introduction, and subsequent development, of one-member, one-
vote procedures, emphasised the important role of individua membersin reducing the collective role
of the trade unions and aso in weskening activiss powers. Blar'suse of bdlots of al individud
members on some policy issues has been based upon his belief that the inactive members are more
likely to support his objectives.

Findly, members are an important source of party funding. An essentid feature of the
British party system has been its voluntaristic nature, one consequence of which has been that
parties have received only limited state ad and have been rdiant for the bulk of their income upon
donations from corporate bodies, such as companies and trade unions, aswell asindividuas. The

corporate sector has provided the overwhelming proportion of Conservative and Labour party



income. However, recent controversies regarding the funding of both parties, and possible corrupt
practices, raised some public concern and, in response to this, a greater degree of trangparency in
party financesis emerging (see Report of the Committee on Standards in Public Life, TSO,
1998).

Both Conservative and Labour parties now place agreater emphasis upon the role of their
members as subscribers and fund-raisers as the Liberal Democrats have been forced to do out of
necessity. The ever-risng expense of maintaining the day-to-day activities of a party, and the need
to mount sophigticated and costly eection campaigns, requires large sums of money and members
as either donors or fund-raisers have assumed a greater sgnificance.

So far we have demonstrated the importance that party leadership attach to members. In
that sense these parties continue to fulfil one of the essentid requirements of the responsible party
modd. But the APSA committee went further by stressing the importance of ‘a program-conscious
party membership’ to ensure that the influence of persondity, patronage and locdlity was reduced.
But how programme conscious are the members? This has three dimensions, firgly, how important
are principles and programmes for recruiting individuas into the party? Secondly, to what extent do
members retain astable set of principles which can underpin aparty programme and guide
policies? Thirdly, to what extent do members bdieve that they should play asgnificant patina
party’ s policy-making processes?

Party Members, Programmes and Principles

To examinethe firgt of our concerns, the relationship between recruitment and party

principles, someingght into thisis provided by evidence from our surveys of Labour (1997, 1999),

Conservative (1992) and Libera Democrat (1999) members (Seyd and Whiteley, 1999; Whiteley,



Seyd and Richardson, 1994; Whiteley and Seyd, 1998). Members were asked their reasons for

joining thelr respective parties, and dthough responses were varied it is possible to get an idea of

the importance of principlesin influencing members decisonsto join the party in the firgt place.
—Table2 --

It can be seen in Table 2 that for both Labour and Libera Democrat parties more than one
third, and for the Consarvative party more than one fifth, of members cited principles asthe main
reason for joining the party. Moreover, if the category ‘party policies are added to this on the
grounds that policies reflect principles, then about 40 percent of Labour party members, 34 percent
of Conservative party members, and 52 percent of Libera Democrats joined for these reasons.
Clearly, party principles and the policies which they generate play a very important role in explaining
recruitment to the parties.

However, before strong conclusions can be reached about the role of principlesin the minds
of party members, it isimportant to give substance to thisidea of party principles. If thereislittle
evidence for the proposition that party members actualy possess a set of coherent principles, then
the term islargely empty of meaning. On the other hand if abasic set of principles underpin the
atitudes of membersto the mgor issues of British palitics then party principles are likely to have
important effects on motivating them politicdly.

Our research reved s that Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat members hold
digtinct opinions and that underlying these are digtinctive ideologica principles. In 1992 we wrote
that Labour members ‘are critica of the market economy, and prefer more public intervention and
the public provison of services, they believe that the bargaining rights of trade unions should be

maintained; and, findly, they didike Britain's possession of nuclear wegpons, and want to cut



overdl spending on defence’ (Seyd and Whiteley, 1992: 118). Furthermore, we concluded that
Labour members' atitudes are significantly structured around four underlying dimensions - agenerd
left/right dimension, a redigtribution dimengon, adimension concerned with political principles and,
findly, one concerned with internd and external democratic reforms (1992:120-4).

— Table 3 about here—

Table 3isafactor analyss of the attitudes of Labour party membersin our 1997 survey
designed to examine the extent to which the broad principles underlying their attitudes till exist®.
These results are not directly comparable to the earlier andysis, snce a number of the issue-
indicators examined in our 1990 survey are no longer sdient in British politics®, and in addition we
have included new attitude indicators in the survey. Notwithstanding this point thereisadear
dructure of attitudes which can be identified among Labour party members. Attitudes are
structured around issues of the trade unions and economic palicies, the role of the party leadership,
internationdism and ideas of collectiviam and class. For examplein rdation to the firgt factor it is
evident that attitudes to the role of the market and to the role of trade unionsin the economy are
directly linked to the left-right scale. Overdl the structure of attitudes is Smilar to what it wasin
1990, and it is clear that there are important links between different policy issuesin the minds of
party members.

— Table 4 about here --

Table 4 conducts asamilar exercise in examining the structuring of bdliefs for Consarvetive
members, usng data from our 1992 survey. Conservatives hold avariety of opinions which do not
divide precisdly into neetly-defined categories but there are three underlying dimengionsto their

dtitudes. Firg, thereisatraditionalism dimenson, whichiswary of socid and politicad change;
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second, an individudigtic dimension, characterized by a preference for the market provision of
collective goods, and, third, progressvism, in which government accepts responsibility for managing
the economy and dleviating poverty (Whiteley, Seyd and Richardson, 1994: 132-142). Again, this
can beillugtrated by examining the loadings of attitudes on factor one, which shows that attitudes to
government spending, redigtribution and the regulation of industry are dl linked together in the minds
of grassroots Conservatives.

— Table 5 about here --

Table 5 repeats the exercise for Liberal Democrats, using data from our 1999 survey.
Among Liberd Democrat members there is amodest amount of atitude structuring around four
underlying, ideological indicators (Seyd and Whiteley, 1999). Lifestyle and economic libertarianism
are two such factors; the first links attitudes on awide range of persond issues, such as sexudity,
abortion, drugs and censorship, and the second revolves around limited State intervention in
economic and socid affairs. Interestingly the two are not closdly corrdated, so that support for
freedom of theindividud on lifestyle issues does not imply support for free-market solutions to
economic and socid problems. The third element, in contrast to the second, reflects a socid
democratic commitment to redistribution, expressed in terms of governments raising the leve of
taxes and spending more money on such public services as hedth and education. Findly, thereisa
distinct European dement to Liberal Democrats opinions, articulated in support of various aspects
of further EU integration.

Overdl, we can seethat generd principles underpin specific attitudes for the members of all
three parties and there is some similarity between them, athough there are important differences as

well. A necessary condition for party membersto get involved in developing party programmesis
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that they have coherent attitudes to contemporary issues and that their beliefs are structured to some
extent. The evidence suggests thet thisis the case.

A third feature of the APSA report was the committee’ s commitment to internd party
democracy. It recommended that the party program ‘be drafted at frequent intervas by a broadly
representative convention... (APSA, 1950: 10), that loca party groups should ‘ meet frequently to
discuss and initiate policy’ (APSA, 1950: 67) and that leaders should maintain contacts with their
members. To what extent does this prevall? We consder this next.

Internal Party Democracy

Five years after the publication of the APSA report McKenzie (1955) concluded his
comprehengve study of power within the Conservative and Labour parties with the argument that
‘the digtribution of power within the two partiesis overwhelmingly smilar’ (1955:582) and that
athough neither leaderships could afford to ignore their members both were primarily *the servants
of their respective parliamentary parties (1955: 590). In hisview the clams by both parties that
interna party democracy prevailed were much exaggerated. The APSA committee’ sidea,
therefore, of membersinitiating or drafting polices was one which McKenzie suggested neither
occurred in practice nor normatively should occur.

McKenzi€' s conclusions have since been chdlenged by Minkin (1978) and Kdly (1989)
who both argue that he underestimated the role of members as policy makers within the Labour and
Consarvative parties respectively. Nevertheless, the powerful oligarchica tendenciesto which
Robert Michels (1902) first drew attention have been reinforced over recent decades both by
modern campaigning technologies and by the requirements of policy-making. Both time and

gpeciaism are resources at a premium, and both can result in the strengthening of the powers of
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party leadership.

The proliferation of news outlets, the arrival of 24 hour news stations, and the revolution in
news-gathering techniques, require immediate political responses that inevitably centralize party
decison-making and dlow for only limited consultation.  Flexible and speedy responses are
required by party spokespersons and the time for widespread consultations on anything but the
most generd aspects of paolicy isamost impossble. Thereisaso an increased premium on
specidist knowledge necessary to ded with policy matters. The complexity of policy meansa
greater reiance upon professonds whether from the civil service or the “think-tanks’ rather than
from “amateur” members (Denham, 1996; Kandiah and Seldon, 1996).

Both Labour and Conservative parties have introduced specific party reforms some of
which may strengthen and others weaken the powers of their leaders. Perhgps the most significant
of these reforms has been the introduction of membership balots to dect the leaders, a procedure
which the Libera Democrats adopted in 1988. Labour and the Conservative have subsequently
followed suit.

Both the Labour and Conservative parties have aso introduced |leadership-initiated
plebiscites on policy proposas and condtitutiond reforms. For the Labour party this has meant the
abandonment of its century-long attachment to delegatory democracy, and for the Conservative
party an explicit and forma recognition of the role of members within the party. However, critics of
both the Blair and Hague leaderships argue that these balots, by empowering dl members rather
than just activigts, strengthen the power of the leaders. It is argued that a system of plebiscitary
democracy is developing rather than a genuine system of grassroots participation.

Mair supports these critics and clams that the empowerment of individua members
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bypasses the knowledgeable activigts, and enfranchises those who ‘are a once more docile and
more likely to endorse the policies (and candidates) proposed by the party leadership’ (1997:149).
He suggests that ‘ democratization on paper may ... actualy coexist with powerful dite influencein
practice’ (1997: 150).

The evidence, however, of the impact of this direct democracy on the distribution of power
within the partiesis rather mixed. Asthe leadership desired, membership ballotsin the Labour
party overwhelmingly agpproved the reform of Clause 4 of the party congtitution in 1994, the clause
which dedt with the public ownership of industry, and agreed with the proposed generd dection
manifesto in 1996. But on the other hand, notwithstanding the leadership’ s powerful campaign
agang Ken Livingstone, membersin London voted overwhemingly for him to be the party’s
candidate for mayor of London. They have aso endorsed other leadership critics by voting for
them in the dections for the Nationd Executive Committee of the party. Furthermore, our survey
evidence reved s that inactive Labour members have opinions which are not that different from the
active members and therefore they may not be automatically more supportive of the leadership as
Mair claims (see Seyd and Whiteley, 1992).

In addition to the introduction of membership ballots, both Labour and Conservative parties
have modified their interna procedures and practices in such away as to affect the balance of
power within their repective organisations. For Labour, the formd role of the annua conferencein
policy making has been downgraded, athough it retains ultimate sovereign authority. A new
sructural framework has been established, with ajoint policy committee?, charged with the
‘gtrategic oversight of policy development’ (Labour Party, 1997: 8), anaiond policy forum’,

charged ‘with overseaing the development of a comprehensive policy programme from which will
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be drawn the manifesto for the next dection’ (Labour Party, 1997: 14), and eight commissions® to
develop specific areas of palicy.

There are features of Labour’s new policy-making structures which tilt the balance of
power away from the individua member; for example, the leedership’s greater control of the
proceedings at the annua conference. On the other hand, there is dso potentia for member
involvement and influence in the network of loca and nationd policy forums.

Lessthan ayear after the Conservatives comprehensive dection defeat in 1997, and the
subsequent eection of Hague as leader, the party’s Central Council gpproved the most far-reaching
reforms of the twentieth century. For the firgt time in its history the Consarvative party now exigsin
a condtitutiona ly-defined manner. The three previoudy digtinct dements of the party -
parliamentary, nationa union and centrd office - have now been merged. The Nationa Union of
Conservative and Unionist Associations has been abolished. For over one hundred years the
party’ s principle organizationd feature had been to alow membersto sdect parliamentary
candidates but then to isolate the parliamentary party and the party leadership from their pressures.
Now, however, the new congtitution specificaly states that ‘the Party shdl consst of its members
(Conservative Party, 1998: 4) and these members have been given the right to elect their party
leader if and when she resigns, or if 15 percent of the parliamentary party succeed ina“no
confidence’ mation.

What then isthe role of party membersin developing the party programme, and in particular
how do the members see thair role? We turn to thisissue next.

Party Members and Programmatic Goals

Since 1950 manifestos have grown both in their length and the number of specific
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commitments (Topf, 1994). There are those, however, who clam that manifestos have increesngly
become nothing more than public relations exercises. For example, Weir and Beetham (1999: 100
110) argue that they are full of bland promises, their wording isintentionaly ambiguous so as not to
dienate any potential supporter and not to create future hostages to fortune, and they fudge issues.
Furthermore, Weir and Beetham claim that a manifesto is only one fegture of an eection campagn:
press conferences, leaders speeches and interviews, and party eection broadcasts are dl part of
the campaign and are just as likely to produce policy commitments. Both points have some vdidity.
In line with the generd developments in public relations and advertising, the party manifestos have
become glossier and include more voter-friendly photographs.

Parties clearly avoid taking too precise a podtion in their manifestos on issues. Inevitably
during the short, intensive eection campaign other policy commitments are likely to emerge.
Neverthdess, the emphads parties place in their manifestos upon different issues varies and thisis
anindicator of rdative priorities. In British palitics the party manifesto is the mot visble
representation of party programmes. In lan Budge swords.

‘Manifestos are not widdy read by the British public. Their importance is thet they are read

by the palitical and media ite and reported intensvely in newspapers, TV and radio. Thus

their textua emphases set the tone and themes of campaign discusson. The document
does, therefore, represent the way party leaders, after lengthy consideration, want to

present themsalvesto the public’ (Budge, 1999: 2).

As a consequence, manifestos retain their importance.
Recent research on party programmes has focused primarily on the question of their

relevance for governance and dectord behaviour (Rose, 1984; Klingemann, Hofferbert and Budge
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1994; Royed, 1996). Our concern is narrower than this and focuses on the role of party members
in congructing and dso in enforcing these programmes, both of which are currently highly contested
issues within the parties. Party members fird role isin helping to define the contents of the
manifesto. In this respect Labour has pioneered new organisationd forms for involving membersin
this process. Since 1997 discussions on the party’ s forthcoming eection manifesto have been
centered on the nationd policy forum, with itsregiond and locd counterparts. Our survey evidence
from 1999 suggests that 11 percent of the membership, or just over 40,000 individuas had
atended a policy forum in the previous year. Significant mgorities of these members found these
policy forum meetings to be interesting, friendly, efficiently run and easy to understand. However,
only about athird of these members believed them to be influentid, with more than a third believing
them not to be influentid.

This evidence highlights the centrd dilemma of grassroots participation for party leadership
in generd. On the one hand leaders would like to tightly control the contents of the manifesto, to
ensure that it reflects their own priorities and those of their target voters. On the other hand if party
members feel no ownership of this document or are hogtile to it, because they have been excluded
from influencing its contents, then they are unlikely ether to campaign for it or to help the leadership
enforce it within the Parliamentary party. Moreover, a demoativated membership has mdign
consequences for party fund-raising and political communications aswell as for campaigning.

—Table 6 --

We can probe the atitudes of Labour party membersto their role in creating the party

programme and policies. In our surveys members were asked to express a preference for three

different modds of policy-making, which can be described as plebiscitary, mandatory and
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ddiberative respectively. It can be seen that in 1997, following the eectord triumph, members
were willing to accept the plebiscitary modd in which the party leadership decides palicy initiatives
and then asks members to endorse them. The second most popular option was the ddliberative
modd in which palicy initiatives emerge from the ddiberative processes which go on in the policy
forums. The least popular was the traditiond mandate modd, in which policies are decided at
annua conference on the basis of cursory debates of over-complex, even contradictory resolutions
which have been sent in from local party branches.

Interestingly enough by 1999 after two years of a Labour government, opinions had clearly
shifted away from the plebiscitary model towards the more member-centred deliberative and
mandate models of decison-making. Policy forums were preferred by a plurdity in the later survey,
and the plebiscitary model lost considerable ground compared with 1997.

In their reorganisation of the party structure which took place immediately following the
1997 generd eection, the Conservatives introduced regiond and nationd policy forums with the
task of being ‘responsible for ensuring that party members have adequate opportunity to discuss
and debate policy’ (Fresh Future, 1998: 30). Even though thisinnovation isless formalised than
Labour’s, the idea of policy forumsisamilar. The fact that they have been introduced demongtrates
the importance atached by the leadership to promoting an active grassroots party.

In the case of the Liberd Democrats there has dways been a strong tradition of member
participation within the party organisation, inherited from the old Liberd party. AslInglewrites

‘The Liberd Democrats have built a party which encourages popular participation and

makes such participation feasible’ (1996: 130).

Perhaps because of thisthe Liberd Democrats have not embarked on amgjor
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reorganisation of the party structure of the type adopted by Labour and subsequently the
Conservativesin recent years.

Our surveys of members of dl three parties make it possible to evauate the attitudes of
party membersto ther role in decison-making in their respective parties during the 1990s. The
evidencein Table 7 derives from our 1999 surveys of Labour and the Libera Democrats and our
1994 survey of the Conservatives.

— Table 7 about here—

It can be seen in Table 7 that amgority of both Libera Democrat and Labour members
believe that they have the necessary knowledge to make policy and are unlikely to be impressed by
the idea that policy-making is something only for experts. Furthermore membersin neither party
believe that their role is merely to support decisions made by their leedership. Perhgps most
interesting of dl isthat aplurdity of Labour and Libera Democrats beieve that their party
conference should be the ultimate source of authority. This of course has been the formd
condtitutiona position in the Labour party snce it was founded, athough this has never been true for
the Liberal Democrats. Notwithstanding this point 43 percent of Liberal Democrats agree or
grongly agree with thisidea

Turning to the Consarvativesin Table 7, it is sriking that over two-thirds of them believed
that party policies should be determined by the members a the time of our 1994 survey. However,
they dso believed that the leadership did not pay much attention to their views. 1t will be interesting
to seein the future if the changesin the party structure which have occurred since 1997 have
changed these views.

Turning next to the role of members as enforcers of parliamentary discipline, a

19



consequence of the programmatic nature of British parties, and the fusion of executive and
legidative powers, has been the disciplined voting behaviour of MPs. Their eection to the House of
Commons as party representatives, and thus as standard bearers for a party programme, has
obliged them to sustain or oppose the executive s actions according to whether they are on the
government or opposition back benches. Cohesive voting behaviour of MPs dong party lines has
been a prominent feature of the twentieth century legidature (Norton, 1975, 1980). However,
disciplined voting has been declining as a consequence of various factors including the styles and
capabilities of party leadership, the impact of the issue of British membership of the European
Union, and the socid and cultura changes occurring among parliamentarians and party activigs
(Norton, 1980). Party discipline in the House of Commonsis maintained by avariety of rules and
procedures and the leadership have arange of powersto help enforce loyalty. But loca party
members with their rights to select and to de-sdect parliamentary candidates are the ultimate
enforcers of thisdiscipline. Party leadership have not attempted to take away thisright as yet,
feding that this would serioudy damage the incentives of loca membersto be ective.

If locd party members support rebelious behaviour on behdf of their loca MPs, then the
leadership has limited ability to impose new candidates on those parties. Examples of thisinclude
the rebellion by Eurosceptic backbench Conservativesin 1995 (Whitdey and Seyd, 1999a). This
issue led to eight backbencherslosing the whip and afurther one resgning the whip in 1995. The
loca Conservative associations supported their MPs in these cases and so the party leadership
could not enforce the ultimate sanction of replacing them by different candidates.

More recently the Labour government has faced large backbench revolts over its proposals

to reform welfare benefits. However, on such an issue the party leadership could not enforce the
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threat of reselection, because of the support of party members for welfare expenditure.
Consequently no such threats have been issued.
Conclusions

The recent experience of both Labour and the Conservatives in generd dections highlights
the dilemma which leaders face in party management. On the one hand if members are given free-
reign to write the party programme the risk is that the result will be like the 1983 Labour party
manifesto described asthe ‘longest suicide note in history’. 1t iswiddy thought that the manifesto
contributed to Labour’ s massive electord defeet in the generd eection of that year.

On the other hand the Conservative s experience in 1997 illudtrates the dternative dilemma,
in which party members are dmost completely margindised in policy-making and in developing the
manifesto. In the Consarvatives Blueprint for Change (1997), the leadership explained that
structura reforms were needed because:

‘We have falled to involve sufficiently those members we have recruited, to provide

atractive new avenues for participation and as aresult there has been a continuation of the

decline in membership’ (1997: 2).

This weakness in the grassroots party significantly contributed to the electord defeet of
1997 (Whiteley and Seyd, 1999b).

This dilemma was neglected in the origind APSA report, which very much reflected a ‘ top-
down’ perspective of party organisation. The report recognized the importance of party members
for sustaining parties and thus cohesive government, but paid little or no attention to the incentives of
party membersto participate in this process. While recognizing the importance of members for

leaders, it failed to recognize the importance of membersin their own right. In this respect the
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APSA report reflected the perspectives of party theorists like McKenzie (1955), who regarded
party members as a tage army of willing volunteers whose sole purpose was to support the
leadership.

Much contemporary theorizing about parties, whether in relation to the cartd party (Katz
and Mair, 1995), or the electora-professional party (Panebianco, 1988) continues this top-down
perspective, losng sght of the fact that ultimately parties are voluntary organisations run by
individuas who have to be motivated to participate in politicd action. However, a number of
contemporary theorists are aware of this dilemmaand it has been discussed fully in reation to
German and British parties (Scarrow, 1996; Maor, 1997) Thisisthe key contested issue within
British parties at the present time and it has implications for the rdlevance of the responsible party
modd in the United States both in 1950 and today. American dilemmas are different, centering on
issues of campaign finance to a much greater extent than in Britain. But the core problem isthe
balance between centralised, nationd- orientated policy-making on the one hand and loca politica

participation and voluntary action on the other.

Endnotes
1. We are grateful to the Economic and Socia Research Council for the following grants which
supported this research: R000231522, A Study of Labour Party Members, R000232880, The
Recruitment, Retention and Turnover of Labour Party Members, R000233903, A Study of those
Who Joined the Labour Party During the Generd Election Campaign; R000236879, A

Comparative Study of Old and New Labour Party Members; Y 304253008, A Study of
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Consarvative Party Membership; R000234350, Changes over Time in the Recruitment, Activities
and Attitudes of Conservative Party Members, R0O00237789, A Study of Libera Democrat Party

Members.

2. Membership itself is a somewhat ambiguous term and varies according to party. For example,
the barriers to entry to the Labour party were historicaly higher than to the Conservative party.
Interestingly, in recent years Labour has eased its barriers while the Conservatives have raised
theirs. Ininterpreting Table 1, it should aso be noted that membership-record keeping was the
respongibility, until recent years, of condtituency officers, most of whom were volunteers and
amateurs, which leads one to doubt the accuracy of the numbers published. Only with the
introduction of national membership records by the Labour party in 1998, by the Conservetive
party in 1999, and the Libera Democrats from their formation in 1988 can one fed more confident

of their accuracy. Neverthdess, the trend decline is certainly accurate.

3. See Labour Party Conference Report, 1992, pp. 74-5, where Clare Short draws attention to

the importance of party membersin campaigning. See dso NEC Report, 1992, p.68.
4. The wording of al the questions referred to in tables 3 to 5 gppear in the appendix.
5. For example, the poll tax and one person one vote for the eection of the party leader.

6.Thejoint policy committee is chaired by the Prime Minister and is composed of eight members
of the government and the NEC respectively and three el ected members from the nationa policy

forum.

7. The nationa policy forum is made up of 175 members, elected for two years, representing
congtituency parties (54), regiond parties (18), trade unions (30), the PLP (9), the EPLP (6), the
government (8), loca government (9), and socialist societies, the cooperative party and black

socidist societies (9). In addition, al 32 members of the NEC are automaticaly members.
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8. Eight policy commissions, composed of three representatives each from government, NEC and
the nationd policy forum respectively, have been established covering the following subjects:
economic and socid affairs, trade and industry, environment, transport and the regions, hedth,
education and employment, crime and justice, democracy and citizenship and, findly, Britainin

the world.
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Table 1 Individual Membership of the Labour, Conservative
and Liberal Democrat parties in Britain 1983-1998

Year Labour Conservative Liberal Democrats*

1950 908,161 2,805,000** _

1960 790,192 . .

1970 680,191 1,750,000 234,345

1980 348,156 . .

1983 295,344 1,200,000 145,258

1984 323,292 100,000

1985 313,099 — ---

1986 297,364 — ---

1987 288,829 1,000,000 79,500

1988 265,927 1,000,000 58,000

1989 293,723 750,000 82,000

1990 311,152 — ---

1991 261,233 — ---

1992 279,530 500,000 100,000

1993 266,270 — ---

1994 305,189 — ---

1995 365,110 — ---

1996 400,465 — ---

1997 405,238 400,000 100,000

1998 387,776 204,000

Sources. Labour Party - Labour Party National Executive Committee Reports;, Conservative Party
and Libera Democrats - Katz and Mair, 1992: 847, Webb and Farrell, 1999: 48, Webb, 2000:
193 and Butler and Butler, 1994. In addition, the 1988 figure for the Liberd Democratsis
estimated on the basis of the numbers voting to eect anew Leader. The 1998 figure for the
Conservatives is based on the numbers participating in the ballot on the party’ s European Strategy.
*Note that the Liberal Party 1983-88 became the Liberal Democratsin 1988.

** refersto 1953.



Table 2 Party Members Reasons for Joining their Party

‘People join Labour (Conservatives, the Liberd Democrats) for avariety of different reasons. How
about you, what was your most important reason for joining the Labour (Conservative, Libera
Democrat) party?

Labour | Conservatives | Liberal
(1997) (1992) Democrats
(1999)

The party leadership 4 3 3
Party policies 4 12 15
Party principles 35 22 37
To oppose other parties 11 14 13
To be paliticdly active in the party 2 0 3
To support the party 14 8 9
To help the party localy 1 3 12
To be better informed about politics 1 0 1
To have an influence on the party 1 2 1
Theinfluence of friends and family 2 11 4
The influence of atrade union 2 0 0
To make acommitment to Socidism 13 0 0
The influence of Conservative clubs 0 5 0
Other factors 10 21 2




Table 3 Attitude Structures of Labour Party Members 1997

A

B

C

Stricter laws to regulate trade unions

0.76

Less trade union power isagood thing

0.75

Trade union - party ffiliation

0.67

Left-right scale for party

-0.49

0.42

Production best |eft to free market

0.48

Capture the middle ground

0.47

-0.42

Left-right scaein Britain

-0.47

0.43

Party leader istoo powerful

0.70

Leader does not pay attention to members

0.68

Labour party no longer socidist

0.63

Easing of immigration rules

0.68

More aid to poor countries

0.68

Resist European Union integration

-0.60

Agree with European currency

0.59

High income tax deters work

-0.42

Retain nuclear wegpons

-0.42

Put more money into the NHS

0.69

Spend more money to eliminate poverty

0.67

Privatised indudtries re-nationalised

0.47

Nationalisation versus privatisation

0.46

Class sruggle centrd to UK politics

0.51

Eigenvalues

4.9

2.3

1.4

1.3

Total variance explained

23.2

10.9

6.8

6.2

A: Trade unions and the economy
B: Leadership and socidism

C: Internationdism

D: Collectivism and class




Table 4 Attitude Structures of Conservative Party Members 1992

Indicator

A

B

Spend more on poverty

0.66

Protect consumers from free markets

0.60

Introduce a prices & incomes policy

0.59

Spend more on the NHS

0.59

Make unemployment benefit reasonable

0.57

Redigtribute income & wedth

0.53

Capture middle ground of politics

0.53

Give workers more say in workplace

0.51

Regulate privatized industries

0.50

Introduce proportiona representation

0.41

Encourage private education

0.69

Encourage private medicine

0.67

Markets in the NHS improve the service

0.57

Privatize British Cod

0.55

Introduce dtricter trade union laws

0.49

Left-right scale for Conservatives

-0.46

-0.50

Left-right scae for British politics

-0.45

Cut income tax

0.43

Reintroduce the death pendty

0.67

Encourage repatriation of Immigrants

0.62

Resg further European Integration

0.55

Give more foreign aid

-0.52

Abolish Child Benefit

0.46

M ake abortion more difficult

0.76

Divorce istoo easy

0.70

All shops should open on Sundays

-0.59




Eigenvalues

3.82

3.15

1.70

1.58

Total variance Explained

14.7

12.1

6.5

6.1

A Progressviam

B Individudism

C Gengd Traditiondism
D Mord Traditiondism




Table 5 Attitude Structures of Liberal Democrat Party Members in 1999

Indicator A B C D
FIm & magazine censorship is necessaty 0.62
Govt should discourage 1 parent families 0.61
Cannabis use should be lega -0.62
Homosexudity is dwayswrong 0.75
Govt should make abortion more difficult 0.70
Income & wedth should be redistributed 0.67
Reduce taxes and spend less on services -0.57
Givemoreaid to Asa& Africa 0.57
Spend more money to get rid of poverty 0.74
Production is best |€ft to the free market 0.78
Individuas should provide for themsdves 0.56
Private enterpriseis best for economy 0.80
Lib-Democrats should resst EU integration 0.81
UK should agree to the EU single currency -0.85
Eigenvalue 2.4 1.8 1.7 1.7
Total Variance Explained 17.0 12.9 12.0 12.0

A: Lifestyle liberdism-conservatism

B: Socid Democratic Redistribution

C: Free Market liberdism-conservatism
D: Attitudes to the European Community




Table 6 Attitudes of Labour Party Members in 1997 and 1999
to Methods of Policy-Making

Method of Policy-Making preferred.:

Percentages
1997 1999
Policy formed by the Party L eadership and Endorsed by 45 37
aposta vote of Members
Policy formed by the Annua Conference 18 25

Policy formed a Regiond and Nationd Policy Forums 37 39



Table 7 Attitudes of Labour and Liberal Democrat Party Members
to their Policy-Making Roles in 1999

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree | Neither | Disagree | Disagree

Therole of the party Labour 7 24 18 37 15
member isto support
decisonsmade by the | Liberal
leedership Democrat 4 32 24 34 6
Party memberslack the | Labour 4 25 18 40 14
knowledge necessary to
make policy Liberal

Democrat 2 19 20 50 9
The party conference Labour 14 30 21 29 6
should be the ultimate
source of authority in Liberal
the Labour/Libera Democrat 7 36 24 30 4
Democrat party
A problem with the Labour 14 23 19 36 7
Labour/Liberd
Democrat party today is | Liberal
that the leader istoo Democrat 2 8 23 62 6
powerful

Attitudes of Conservative Party Members
to their Policy-Making Roles in 1994

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree | Neither | Disagree | Disagree
Party policies should be
determined by party 8 60 13 17 2
members
The party leadership
does not pay alot of 12 45 20 22 1
attention to the views of
ordinary party members







Appendix - Attitudinal Indicators in the Party Members surveys
Labour Party Attitudinal Indicators
The following statements used Likert scales (Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither, Disagree, Strongly Disagree)
It is better for Britain when trade unions have little power.
Labour should adjust its policies to capture the middle ground of politics
The government should give more aid to poor countriesin Africaand Asa
The production of goods and services is best |eft to the free market
Redtrictions on immigration into Britain are too tight and should be ceased
The Labour party isno longer a socidist party because it has dropped its public ownership
commitment
Labour should resst further moves to integrate the European Union
Britain should agree to the introduction of a common European currency
High income tax makes people less willing to work hard
Joining the Labour Party indirectly via atrade union should be abolished
A problem with the Labour party today is that the leader istoo powerful
The party leadership doesn't pay alot of attention to ordinary party members
The centrd question of British paliticsis the class struggle between labour and capitd
Britain should have nuclear weapons as part of awestern defence system
The public enterprises privatised by the Tory government should be returned to
the public sector

The following indicators used scales varying from Definitely Should, Probably Should,
Doesn’t Matter, Probably Should Not, to Definitely Should Not

Spend more money to get rid of poverty.



Put more money into the Nationd Hedth Service.

Introduce stricter laws to regulate trade unions.

Finally, members were asked:

Areyou generdly in favour of:

More nationaisation of companies by government

More privatisation of companies by government

- or should things be |ft as they are now?

and

In Labour party palitics, people often talk about ‘the left’ and ‘the right’. Compared with other Labour Party

members, where would you place your views on this scae below?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

LEFT N N N N N N N N N RIGHT

And where would you place your views in relation to British politics as awhole (not just the Labour party)?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

LEFT L L L L L L L L L RIGHT

Conservative Party Attitudinal Indicators

The following were Likert Scales

The Conservative party should adjust its policies to capture the middle ground of politics
The public enterprises privatised by the Conservative government should be subject to
gricter regulation

The next Conservative government should establish a prices and incomes policy as ameans

of contralling inflation



A future Consarvative government should privatise British Cod

Income and wedlth should be redistributed towards ordinary working people

A future Conservative government should encourage repatriation of immigrants
Introducing market forces into the NHS means that the quaity of our hedth service
will improve

All shops should be dlowed to open on Sundays

A future Consarvative government should make abortions more difficult to obtain
The consumer needs much stronger protection from the effects of the free marker
Unemployment benefit should ensure people a reasonable standard of living

The death pendty should be reintroduced for murder

Britain's present electoral system should be replaced by a system of proportiond
representation

Consarvatives should resst further moves to integrate the European Community
Child benefit should be abolished

The government should give more aid to poor countries

Divorce has become too easy these days, and the divorce laws should be tightened up
The following used five point scales from Definitely should to Definitely should not:
Encourage private education

Spend more money to get rid of poverty

Encourage the growth of private medicine

Put more money into the NHS

Introduce gtricter laws to regulate the Trade Unions

Give workers more say in the places where they work



Cut income tax

The left-right scales were coded the same as in the Labour survey above.

Liberal Democrat Party Attitudinal Indicators

The following were coded as Likert scales:

The government should give more ad to poor_countries in Africaand Asa
The production of goods and servicesis best |€eft to the free market
Individuds should take responghility for providing for themsdves

Liberd Democrats should resst further moves to integrate the European Union
Britain should agree to the introduction of a common European currency
Income and wedlth should be redistributed to ordinary working people
Censorship of films and magazines is necessary to uphold moral standards
Private enterprise is the best way to solve_Britain’s economic problems
Homosexud relaions are dways wrong

The government should discourage the growth of one parent families

The government should make abortions more difficult to obtain

The taxes versus spending question was the same as in the Labour survey.
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