
Evaluate the extent to which the UK can be said so suffer from a participation crisis. 
You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way. [30] 
 
It is popular amongst some commentators to bemoan a ‘participation crisis’ in the United Kingdom. 
This view is hysterical and mostly unfounded. Although undoubtedly there are problems when it comes 
to local elections and political party membership, these do not amount to a crisis. Indeed, when 
analysing turnout in national votes and looking at people’s opinions towards politics and voting in 
general, it would seem that participation in UK politics is in fairly good health.  
 
There is no doubt that membership of political parties is far lower than its post-war peak. In the 1950s, 
the Conservative Party could proudly boast of a membership 3 million strong. Labour, although never 
as high as the Tories, also had around 1 million members during same period. Today, those numbers 
are a fraction of that. The Conservatives now have fewer than 250,000 members. Even Labour, with 
their recent, Corbyn-inspired surge, only have around 500,000 members, half their previous peak and 
a tiny proportion of the electorate. This would, some might argue, seem to amount to a crisis in 
membership, but this would be a misguided conclusion. The world has changed dramatically since the 
1950s. Whereas previously one of the few means of getting local party news would be to become a 
paid up member, now that information is accessible instantly. As a result, there are fewer incentives 
to join a party. Moreover, decline in membership is true not only in the UK but across Europe. 
Although a 2012 report by the London School of Economics ranked the UK near the bottom in terms 
of the size of its party membership, the political situation has changed since then. Labour’s dramatic 
increase in membership numbers since 2014 means that the UK is now about average compared with 
its continental neighbours. Collapsing party membership is therefore more a sign of the time than 
indicative of a crisis.  
 
Similarly, whilst turnout in national votes is not as high as it has been historically, it has nonetheless 
recovered from its 2001 low. Although some voter apathy remains, turnout levels are actually 
relatively healthy. Certainly turnout in most post war general elections was higher than it is today. 
Between 1945 and 1979, average turnout was 77%. Between 2001 and 2018 that average was 
considerably lower at 64%. However, this percentage is affected by the nadir of 2001, where only 58% 
of the electorate voted, the lowest for eighty years. Had voting levels stayed below 60%, there would 
be justifiable concern about the state of the UK’s democracy. Instead there has been a year on year 
increase since, with turnout in 2017 nearly reaching 70%. Furthermore, turnout in referenda has been 
higher still. 72.2% of the electorate voted in the EU referendum and 84% in the Scottish referendum. 
The voting in referenda, as well as the improving participation in general elections, all provide 
compelling evidence that, despite not yet at pre-1980 levels, there is not a crisis in this respect either.   
 
Whilst there may not be a major problem in national votes, the same cannot be said for local elections. 
Here there are genuine concerns. In 2017, turnout to vote for the Tees Valley mayor was only 21%. 
Indeed, the highest metropolitan mayoral election only achieved a 32.9% turnout. This means that 
over two-thirds of eligible voters did not vote. It is hard to argue that such a low percentage can 
confer any real democratic legitimacy on the victor. This is especially worrying in roles which have 
real influence and power. Some may say that mayors have relatively little actual power – but the same 
cannot be said for Police and Crime Commissioners. They are responsible for giving voice to the 
people of their communities and holding the police to account. A government’s primary concern is to 
guarantee the safety of its people. Such miserable turnout for such important positions in ensuring 



effective policing can fairly be called a crisis. In more local elections, then, there are genuine problems 
when it comes to levels of participation.  
 
The low turnout of local elections should, however, be contextualised against a backdrop of more 
hopeful trends. Research carried out in 2018 by the Hansard Society indicate that a desire to 
participate in politics is on the rise.1 The share of people saying they are certain to vote is at a new 
Audit high of 62%, 11 points higher than in 2004, when the Audit was first carried out. Youth 
engagement is also up, with 44% of 18-24 year olds certain to vote, 5 points higher than 2017 and the 
highest number recorded. An increase is also evident among those groups who are traditionally less 
likely to vote, such as those in social class DE, BME respondents and women. However, the report is 
not without areas for improvement. Generally satisfaction with how Britain is governed is down. In 
Britain as a whole, only 29% of people think the country is governed effectively, down from 36% in 
2004. This is even more evident in Scotland, where only 14% are satisfied, a significant decrease from 
the 36% in 2004, and down 3 points from 2017. In the longer term, if these questions around people’s 
satisfaction about how the country is run are not addressed they may lead to greater apathy and voter 
disillusionment. However, at present it seems people are still more likely than any time in the past 
fourteen years to participate in the political process. Whilst there remains scope for greater 
engagement, the numbers highlighted above suggest we are far from a crisis.  
 
In conclusion, the available data does not support the conclusion that the UK’s democracy is in a crisis. 
The steady downward trend of political party membership can be explained by the fact that the way 
people engage with politics has changed. Moreover, the Labour Party has bucked the trend of decline, 
helping engage the traditionally apathetic young in politics. Votes in national elections, too, are 
relatively healthy. Whilst admittedly lower than they once were, the numbers are nonetheless 
approaching – and at times exceeding in the case of referenda – a robust 70%. The level of participation 
in local elections is more worrying, and more needs to be done to increase turnout in these votes. 
However, as the Hansard Society’s Audit makes clear, the pattern seems to be one of increasing, 
rather than decreasing, engagement. On balance, it must be argued that the UK is far from a 
participation crisis.  
 
 
  
 

                                                
1 All figures taken from, Audit of Political Engagement (2018), The Hansard Society. Accessed 
22/09/18 - 
https://assets.ctfassets.net/rdwvqctnt75b/iHWHYym8BquqsMQ64oaEC/5c151f5dc7302f37633977500
f68c104/publication__hansard-society-audit-of-political-engagement-15-2018.pdf  


