
Chapter 4

The Dynamics of High-Intensity
Participation in Britain

j

in chapter 3 we discovered that none of the models examined
could be described as optimal in relation to either low-intensity or high-
intensity participation. This suggests that a hybrid model is likely to be
best for explaining participation among the grass roots members of British
political parties. In this chapter we examine the question of exogeneity as
a criterion for identifying the optimal model, which takes us into an
examination of the dynamics of participation in the grass roots parties
over time. From now on we focus primarily on high-intensity participa-
tion, since the low-intensity and high-intensity participation scales can
be modeled in a rather similar way and since high-cost participation is our
main focus of interest. 

A recurrent theme in much of the contemporary literature is that
political parties are increasingly being marginalized in the political
process (Flanagan and Dalton 1984; Lawson and Merkl 1988). Hence the
study of party dynamics is an important question in its own right, apart
from the light it throws on questions of the nature of political participa-
tion. The idea that parties are becoming increasingly irrelevant in politics
is based on several lines of reasoning. First, the growth of the media, par-
ticularly the electronic media, has marginalized the parties in the
processes of communication between elites and the electorate. The sug-
gestion is that party members are no longer needed as “ambassadors to the
community” (Scarrow 1990, 1996) or as channels of communication
between the mass and elites, since the leadership can communicate more
effectively with the voters directly rather than via the party members. An
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important aspect of this is the growth of direct mail, which enables parties
to bypass the members in fund-raising and campaigning.

Another feature of the declining importance of grass roots parties is
the growing reliance of parties on experts for policy advice; party leader-
ships will consult outside experts, think tanks, and research organizations
when formulating policies, but they will rarely consult their own party
members, whose advice they may regard as amateurish or extremist. A
third development that promotes this view of the role of parties relates to
the growing state subsidies to political parties in many democratic sys-
tems, which threatens to co-opt or capture them, ultimately transforming
them into agents of the state. The cartel party thesis discussed in chapter
1 (Katz and Mair 1995) argues that parties are increasingly becoming, in
effect, state organizations that do not need voluntary contributions and
an active grass roots to maintain an effective organization. All these argu-
ments weaken the incentives to participate and imply that there is likely
to be a decline in high-intensity participation over time.

Against these arguments is the point that parties are crucially impor-
tant for aggregating political interests, thereby helping to avoid the well-
known problems of indeterminacy in social choice (Aldrich 1995). This
is particularly important in the British political system, with its uncodi‹ed
constitution and ill-de‹ned institutional responsibilities. As we point out
in chapter 1, the executive could not be recruited and sustained in the
House of Commons without party discipline. If parties were as weak in
Parliament as they are, for example, in the United States Congress,
Britain would face a severe problem of ungovernability. In the United
States, it has been argued that there are 535 members of Congress and 535
parties (Arnold 1990), and the weakness of party cohesion is one of the
causes of policy gridlock, or the inability of the system to deal with major
political problems (see Cox and Kernell 1991). In Britain, where the
executive is not elected independently of the legislature, it would make
government dif‹cult, if not impossible. On the other hand this is an
aggregate-level argument for maintaining a strong party system, which is
a different question from the issue of sustaining incentives to participate
at the individual level.

The analysis in this chapter is divided into four sections. We begin by
examining the evidence on trends in party activism in both parties, dis-
cussing in an informal way some of the short-term and long-term factors
that might explain these trends. This leads into a section in which the
dynamic model of activism is speci‹ed and the strategy for testing the
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causal status of the predictor variables is discussed. The third section
examines estimates of the models and identi‹es the optimal model.
Finally, we discuss the implications of the ‹ndings in a concluding section.

Trends in Party Activism over Time
j

Trends in political participation in the Labour and Conservative parties
are examined by means of panel surveys conducted over a four-year
period.1 The Labour panel covered the period 1989–90 to 1992, and the
Conservative panel covered 1992 to 1994. Table 4.1 contains informa-
tion about how the number of hours worked for the party by the members
changed over time between the two waves of the panel surveys. It can be
seen in table 4.1 that the number of hours worked for the party in the
average month declined for both parties over time. The mean number of
hours worked in the case of Labour fell from 1.96 to 1.89, and the mean
number of hours for the Conservatives fell from 1.44 to 1.40. Both these
changes, though modest, are statistically signi‹cant, indicating that the
panel evidence suggests that both parties are becoming de-energized over
time. However, the decline was nearly twice as large for Labour (–0.07) as
it was for the Conservatives (–0.04). 

In fact Labour started from a more active base than the Conservatives,
since just under 50 percent of Labour respondents spent at least some time
on party activities in the average month in 1992, compared with only 25
percent of Conservatives; this approximate two-to-one ratio of active
Labour members to active Conservatives appears to be reproduced at
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TABLE 4.1. Hours Worked by Labour and Conservative Party Members in
the Average Month, 1990 to 1994 (in percentages)

Labour Conservatives

Hours Worked 1990 1992 1992 1994

None 47 51 75 77
Up to 5 hours 33 30 16 15
From 5 up to 10 hours 9 9 5 5
From 10 up to 20 hours 7 5 2 2
More than 20 hours 5 5 2 2
Mean hours 1.96 1.89 1.44 1.40

Note: Labour panel 1990 to 1992, N = 2,935; Conservative panel 1992 to 1994, N = 1,604. Difference of
means test statistically significant for Labour (t = 3.74) and Conservatives (t = 2.75).



every level of activism, from the very active, who devote more than
twenty hours to party activity, to the totally inactive. Overall, Labour was
still more active than the Conservatives, even after these changes took
place.

Another interesting feature of table 4.1 is that for the Conservatives
the decline in activism came exclusively from members in the relatively
inactive category of those who devote up to ‹ve hours in the average
month. By contrast, for Labour some of the really high-intensity partici-
pants who devoted between ten and twenty hours to party activity in the
average month in 1990 also became de-energized. 

Table 4.2 contains information about changes in the number of hours
devoted to party activity in the average month, expressed in the form of
the percentage of party members who became more or less active over
time. Looking at the data in this way reveals that the percentage of party
members whose activities declined was nearly twice as great for Labour as
it was for the Conservatives. But again, the percentage of Labour party
members whose activities increased was also twice that of the Conserva-
tives, so the net difference between the more active and the less active in
each party is small. However, there was clearly more volatility in activism
for Labour compared with the Conservatives.

The overall activism measure in tables 4.1 and 4.2 is interesting, but it
gives little insight into which activities increased and which decreased
over time. This information is provided in table 4.3, which contains data
on the eight speci‹c aspects of participation introduced in chapter 3,
which vary from the low-intensity activities like displaying an election
poster in a window to the high-intensity activities like standing for elec-
tive of‹ce in a local or national election. The ‹rst section in table 4.3
contains information about Labour party members, and it can be seen
that in their case all types of political activities, with the exception of
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TABLE 4.2. Changes in the Percentages of Hours Worked by
Labour and Conservative Party Members, 1990 to 1994

Labour Conservatives

Percentage of party members who
(a) worked less 21 12
(b) worked the same 63 81
(c) worked more 16 8

(a) – (c) 5 4



TABLE 4.3. Labour and Conservative Party Members’ Activities, 1990 to
1994 (in percentages)

Not at
all Rarely Occasionally Frequently

1990 1992 1990 1992 1990 1992 1990 1992

Labour party members
Displayed an election

poster in a window 9 9 3 3 20 18 69 70
Signed a petition

supported by 
the party 5 9 4 9 31 37 60 45

Donated money to 
party funds 16 10 15 12 35 39 35 40

Delivered party leaflets
in an election 15 17 5 6 20 22 60 56

Attended a party 
meeting 16 21 14 17 25 24 44 38

Canvassed voters on
behalf of the party 32 36 9 11 22 20 37 33

Stood for office in 
the party 69 70 5 6 11 10 15 14

Stood for office in a 
local or national 
election 83 83 3 2 4 5 10 10

Conservative party members
Displayed an election

poster in a window 47 43 9 9 24 27 20 21
Signed a petition

supported by 
the party 49 43 14 14 27 34 10 10

Donated money to 
party funds 13 10 10 10 46 49 32 31

Delivered party leaflets
in an election 57 55 4 6 14 15 25 24

Attended a party 
meeting 48 49 14 14 19 22 18 16

Canvassed voters on
behalf of the party 73 76 6 4 11 9 11 11

Stood for office in 
the party 87 88 2 2 5 5 6 5

Stood for office in a 
local or national 
election 93 94 1 1 3 2 3 3



donating money to party funds, declined over time. The decline was most
marked in relatively high-intensity activities such as attending meetings,
delivering lea›ets, canvassing, and standing for of‹ce in the party organi-
zation. 

The largest decline for Labour relates to attending meetings, which is
the yardstick often used by many to measure whether a party member is
an activist. Thus some 6 percent fewer Labour members frequently
attended meetings in 1992 compared with 1990, and at the other end of
the scale the number of members who never attended meetings at all
increased by 5 percent. A similar point can be made about canvassing and
delivering lea›ets during elections; some 4 percent fewer reported can-
vassing frequently for the party, the same percentage decline as among
those who frequently delivered lea›ets. 

These election-related activities are particularly signi‹cant, since the
‹rst wave of the survey took place before the 1992 general election and
the second after that election. Thus respondents are largely reporting on
the 1987 election in the ‹rst wave and on the 1992 election in the second
wave. It appears that Labour’s election campaign at the grass roots was less
effective in the latter election compared with the former, at least among
individuals who were party members at the time of both elections.

The second section in table 4.3 on Conservative party members is
rather different from the Labour section. Looking at the “frequently” col-
umn, it can be seen that declines in activity are recorded for some items,
but they are much smaller than they are for Labour. Thus 2 percent fewer
Conservatives frequently attended meetings in 1994 compared with in
1992, and at the other end of the scale only 1 percent more members
never attended meetings at the time of the second wave in comparison
with the ‹rst wave. Election-related activities show small declines for the
Conservatives. As with Labour, the ‹rst wave of the survey took place
before the 1992 general election, so respondents in this wave are princi-
pally describing their election-related activities in 1987. Thus it appears
that the Conservative grass roots campaign in 1992 was only slightly less
effective than the 1987 campaign, again with respect to members who
stayed in the party between the two waves of the survey.

The evidence from these two-year panels is interesting, but since it
measures changes over a relatively short period of time the reduction in
the rates of activism observed are necessarily rather modest. To get a fuller
picture of these trends we need to examine changes in activism over a
longer period. This is done in table 4.4, which compares the 1990 survey
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of Labour party members with the most recent survey conducted in 1999,
which is examined in more detail in later chapters. The evidence in table
4.4 shows a striking reduction in the number of hours of work done for the
party by the average member over time. 

The proportion of the members who did no work at all for the party
increased from about one-half to nearly two-thirds over this ten-year
period. There were similar reductions in rates of activism of members
who did up to twenty hours of work for the party in the average month.
The sole exception to this pattern were the most active members, who
did more than twenty hours a month. Many of these were elected repre-
sentatives involved in of‹cial meetings and other business commitments
of various kinds arising from their status as elected of‹cials, so for them
activism could only be reduced by stepping down from elected of‹ce
altogether.

Clearly, the key issue is to explain why these trends in activism have
occurred. The theoretical models discussed in chapter 2 and estimated in
chapter 3 suggest that three classes of variables are at work. The ‹rst class
of variables is demographics, which as we have seen are the main factors
accounting for participation in the civic voluntarism model. The second
class is social psychological variables such as social norms and expressive
attachments to the party; ‹nally, the third class involves cognitive calcu-
lations of the costs and bene‹ts of participation. 

Since the demographic variables change very little over a period of two
years, we focus primarily on the affective and cognitive variables in the
discussion, although demographics have an important indirect in›uence,
which we point out later. Thus selective and collective incentives, per-
ceptions of individual and group ef‹cacy, evaluations of the effectiveness
of different types of political activities, expressive attachments, and social

The Dynamics of High-Intensity Participation in Britain 99

TABLE 4.4. Trends in Party Activism in the
Labour Party, 1990 to 1999 (hours spent on
party activities in the average month, in
percentages)

1990 1999

None 51 65
Up to 5 hours 30 22
From 5 up to 10 hours 10 7
From 10 up to 20 hours 6 3
More than 20 hours 4 4



norms might all play a role in explaining the decline of activism. We con-
sider these, together with demographic variables in an informal way,
before modeling the relationships more formally later.

While demographic variables change relatively slowly over time, there
is a way they can nonetheless in›uence participation in the grass roots
parties. This works indirectly through the in›uence of the demographic
pro‹les of the existing party members. Such pro‹les are skewed in com-
parison with party supporters in the wider electorate. Thus in 1990 some
61 percent of Labour party members were male, 49 percent were profes-
sionals or members of the salariat, and only 22 percent were under the age
of thirty-‹ve. The pro‹le of Labour voters at the time of the surveys was
rather different: 52 percent were female, 32 percent were under the age of
thirty-‹ve, and only 16 percent were white-collar professionals (Seyd and
Whiteley 1995: 470). Conservatives faced a similar problem particularly
in relation to age; only 5 percent of their members were under the age of
thirty-‹ve, and 55 percent were members of the salariat in 1992. In con-
trast 29 percent of Conservative voters were under the age of thirty-‹ve,
and only 38 percent of them were members of the salariat (Seyd and
Whiteley 1995: 470).

It seems likely that in the case of Labour many working-class people,
and in the case of the Conservatives many young people, thought of the
parties as organizations not for them. Thus potential working-class
Labour party members may have been put off by the middle-class charac-
ter of the party organization; similarly, potential young Conservatives
may have seen the party as essentially a retired person’s club. So the
demographic pro‹les of the membership may have inhibited potential
new members from joining the party and existing members from being
active, and if this became more important over time it might account for
some of the observed trends.

Turning to the cognitive variables that appear in rational choice mod-
els, we have seen that selective incentives can be subdivided into process,
outcome, and ideological incentives for political action. With regard to
process incentives, or the incentive to be involved in politics for its own
sake, there are many political and nonpolitical alternatives to party activ-
ity that an individual can pursue. The leisure industry has grown in
importance over time, which includes everything from sports and home
improvement to watching television, and so the growth of attractive non-
political alternatives to party activity is one possible explanation for
declining activism. 
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In the political arena, there are a number of competing organizations
that provide process incentives for participation, particularly interest
groups and the new social movements. The latter includes the green
movement, the women’s movement, and the peace movement. These are
attractive alternatives for an individual who enjoys being involved in pol-
itics for its own sake. Conservatives are more likely to be involved in
environmental groups than they are in peace or women’s movements
(Whiteley, Seyd, and Richardson 1994: 255–56), as can be seen by the
fact that some 27 percent of Conservatives were also members of the
National Trust.2 In contrast Labour party members were more likely to be
involved in the peace movement (Seyd and Whiteley 1992: 232).
Clearly, if many party members are attracted by conservation groups or
the peace movement, it seems plausible that many members will ‹nd
them to be an attractive alternative to party membership. In this sense
membership of interest groups is a substitute for membership of party
groups. There is evidence that some of these interest groups have sub-
stantially grown in size in recent years (Moloney and Jordan 1997), which
could explain some of the observed changes in party activity.

Selective outcome incentives relate to private incentives for partici-
pating in politics, such as the desire to achieve elected of‹ce in local gov-
ernment or the goal of developing a full-time career in party politics.
Since the late 1970s there has been a dramatic decline in the powers and
prestige of local government (Jones and Stewart 1983; Stewart and Stoker
1989). As King points out: 

since 1979 there have been almost 50 separate Parliamentary Acts
affecting local authorities. The aim of these reforms is to marginalise
local government as a political institution by creating alternative local
agencies to deliver policy and by denuding its representative role. (1993:
194)

If the importance and prestige of local government have declined, this
will reduce selective outcome incentives for participation in local politics
and also in the party system. Individuals who might otherwise have val-
ued a career in local government, for example, as a local councillor, will
increasingly conclude that it is not worth getting involved, which in turn
will inhibit their participation in local party politics. 

There is another factor at work in›uencing outcome incentives that
should inhibit participation in the Labour party in comparison with the
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Conservatives. This is the fact that Labour lost four general elections in a
row from 1979 until the 1997 Labour landslide. A few studies examine
the effects of elections on political variables, such as voters’ sense of polit-
ical ef‹cacy and their attitudes toward issues. These studies show that
such variables are all signi‹cantly in›uenced by election outcomes
(Finkel 1985, 1987; Clarke and Kornberg 1992). Therefore election
defeat is likely to have an effect on participation.

From the point of view of the individual party member hoping to build
a political career, to have his or her party in of‹ce is a big advantage.
Winning an election brings two bene‹ts with regard to outcome incen-
tives at the local level; ‹rst, it makes it more likely that an activist seek-
ing a parliamentary career will get elected; the probability of being
elected in 1992 was 0.521 for Conservative candidates and 0.427 for
Labour candidates, a modest but signi‹cant difference.3 But it also allows
the party in government to promote policies that favor the local authori-
ties they control, thus providing additional incentives to participate at
the local level in those authorities. The redistribution of central govern-
ment revenue away from Labour-controlled authorities to Conservative-
controlled ones in the 1980s is a clear example of this development (Tra-
vers 1986). Clearly, the effect of the election defeat of 1992 would have
been to reduce the incentives to participate for Labour party members in
comparison with Conservatives.

The third type of selective incentives is ideological incentives. We
noted earlier that the general incentives model suggests that Labour
members to the left of the ideological spectrum and Conservative mem-
bers to the right should, according to the curvilinear disparity thesis, be
rather more active than members who are in the center of the ideological
spectrum. The evidence in chapter 3 suggests that this idea appears to
apply to Labour but was less true for Conservatives. In the latter case ide-
ology did not appear to in›uence high-intensity participation, although it
did affect low-intensity participation. Clearly it is important to investi-
gate the links between ideology and participation over time. 

The Labour party has shifted signi‹cantly to the right over the last two
decades, starting with Neil Kinnock in the early 1980s and culminating
with Tony Blair in the 1990s (Shaw 1994). This is discussed more fully in
chapter 5. These changes do have implications for activism, since left-
wingers appear to be more active than right-wingers. The shift to the
right will therefore tend to produce a decline in activism over time as left-
wingers become discouraged. Even if the effect is modest it will very likely
show up over a two-year period.
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Up to this point we have focused on the effects of changes in selective
incentives on participation by party members. But the general incentives
model suggests that collective incentives, associated with policy goals,
also play a role in in›uencing the commitment of grass roots party mem-
bers. In the case of the Conservatives, earlier research shows that many
grass roots members are “One Nation,” or progressive Tories (Whiteley,
Seyd, and Richardson 1994: 137). Thus supporters of welfare and poverty
programs, advocates of the traditional NHS, and sympathizers with the
idea of generous unemployment bene‹ts would have found themselves
increasingly at odds with the party during the Thatcher era. Many of
them would have remembered the Macmillan years, when “One Nation”
Toryism was at its height, and the changes in party programs since that
time would have discouraged them. 

Labour faced a rather different problem from the Conservatives in rela-
tion to collective incentives. Since it lost four elections in a row, it was
not in a position to supply collective bene‹ts to its supporters prior to
1997. Again, repeated electoral defeats would have inhibited the incen-
tives for participation associated with achieving policy goals, and this
would have served to reduce participation in the party.

In relation to social psychological variables, a decline in expressive or
emotional attachments to a party can be an additional factor that
explains declining activism. A long-term decline has taken place in the
strength of partisanship in the British electorate over time (Crewe, Sar-
lvik, and Alt 1977; Sarlvik and Crewe 1983; Heath et al. 1991). Clearly,
this is very likely to have affected recruitment to the political parties,
since, if party identi‹cation has weakened, the pool of individuals who are
potential recruits is going to shrink. Fewer people will be motivated to
join or to become active if they do join. In addition, if this trend also
in›uenced existing party members this would reduce the rates of activism
over time. While this is a long-term phenomenon, its effects should be
discernible over a two-year period.

This process of partisan dealignment has been linked to changes in the
social structure, particularly the decline of class voting (Sarlvik and
Crewe 1983). But as we suggest in chapter 7, party identi‹cation is
signi‹cantly in›uenced by policy outcomes, particularly those relating to
the economy (Fiorina 1981; Clarke, Stewart, and Whiteley 1995). Apply-
ing this idea to the expressive attachments of party members, such attach-
ments may have declined because of the failure of the Conservative gov-
ernment to achieve policy success, particularly in relation to the
management of the economy.
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Yet another factor in the decline of party membership and activism is
linked to the in›uence of social norms on political participation. Inte-
grated, stable communities with a strong tradition of Conservative or
Labour party support will sustain the party over time by a set of social
norms that promote party membership. Rural villages in the south of Eng-
land in the case of the Conservatives and mining villages in the north of
England in the case of Labour come to mind as clear examples of the rela-
tionship between community and party allegiance. However, social and
geographical mobility over the years, the gentri‹cation of rural communi-
ties, and the collapse of the mining industry in Britain have changed this
picture.

There is a residual Conservative and Labour vote in such areas as the
rural Home Counties and the former Yorkshire and South Wales
coal‹elds. Such places will remain fairly ‹xed in their voting behavior,
but they will be less likely to sustain an active local party. Af›uent, edu-
cated, middle-class professionals have too many other leisure pursuits or
activities to occupy their time to become involved in the routine tasks of
running the local Conservative party. Similarly, chronically unemployed
members of the underclass have such a low sense of political ef‹cacy that
they are unlikely to participate in Labour party politics. A general weak-
ening of social and community ties and a decline of social capital (Put-
nam 1993, 1995) will tend to undermine local parties for reasons quite
separate from policy concerns or expressive attachments to the party.
These are relatively slow, long-term processes and are not directly related
to policy concerns or short-term political developments. Such changes
are slow to take place and for that reason may not be observable in our
panel samples.

Finally, we have suggested that participation is in›uenced by a sense of
group ef‹cacy, or a belief that the party to which the individual belongs is
effective in achieving its political goals. This is an aspect of the “civic cul-
ture” that motivates individuals to become involved in politics. In their
classic study, Almond and Verba de‹ne the civic culture in terms of a set
of “attitudes towards the political system and its various parts, and atti-
tudes to the role of the self in the system” (1963:13). In their discussion of
the role of parties in promoting civic attitudes they suggest that:

political parties . . . are analogous to the veins and arteries of a circula-
tory system. Unless they are connected effectively with the primary
structure of community—family, friendship, neighborhood, religious
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groups, work groups and the like—there can be no effective ›ow of indi-
vidual impulses, needs, demands, and preferences from the individual
and his primary groups into the political system. (Almond and Verba
1963: 105)

Since we know that a sharp decline in the individual membership of
both the Labour and Conservative parties has occurred since 1959, when
the Almond and Verba survey in Britain was carried out, the links
between parties and the community have also attenuated.4 This may have
produced a spiral of decline, with the party membership itself becoming a
source of further decline, as the grass roots activists become thin on the
ground and unrepresentative of the communities in which they live (see
Whiteley and Seyd 1998).

To summarize the discussion up to this point, a number of cultural and
sociological factors are at work that have produced a long-term decline in
the membership and in levels of political activism within the Labour and
Conservative parties through their effects on the incentives to partici-
pate. Our panel surveys may not have identi‹ed all of the long-term cul-
tural and sociological factors in explaining the decline of activism, since
they bridge only a relatively short period of time. But some effects will
appear, and changes relating to the cognitive and affective variables
should be apparent. Clearly, before focusing on which of the variables
matter in explaining the decline, we need to identify the optimal model
of activism. 

Identifying the Optimal Model of Party Activism
j

The analysis in chapter 3 suggests that none of the rival models was
uniquely identi‹ed as the optimal model, although some models encom-
pass others. The advantage of panel data is that we can address directly
the question of exogeneity in these models and use this as a criterion for
searching out the optimal model.

Finkel and Muller (1998) address the question of evaluating alterna-
tive models of unorthodox participation with panel data from West Ger-
many. They make the point that

decisive tests of rational choice theories cannot be conducted with cross-
sectional data using individuals’ reports of past behavior. Most obviously,
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an individual’s expected utility from participation, by de‹nition, refers to
some future state, rendering reports of past participation irrelevant from
the point of view of rational choice theory. (37)

Their approach to this problem was to utilize panel samples. With panels,
independent variables measured at time one can be used to model the
behavior of a dependent variable at time two, an exercise that has two dis-
tinct advantages. First, it makes the independent variables unambigu-
ously exogenous, since activism at time two cannot in›uence the predic-
tor variables in the equation at time one. Second, it addresses Finkel and
Muller’s point that rational choice models, or in our case a model that
contains rational choice variables, should contain prospective and not
retrospective variables in the speci‹cation. In other words the attitudes
that are thought to in›uence participation should be measured before, not
after, the behavior takes place. Finkel and Muller use incentive variables
measured in 1987 to predict reported participation in 1989 and then go
on to examine reciprocal linkages in the model by predicting incentives
in 1989 from both participation and incentives in 1987. In this way they
are able to identify causal links.

A more general approach to that used by Finkel and Muller, adapted
from recent work in applied econometrics, is to test models of political
participation for evidence of strong exogeneity, or Granger causality
(Granger 1988). In econometrics, the concept of Granger causality plays
a very important role in identifying causal relationships in time-series
variables. It can be formulated as “x is a Granger cause of y, if present y
can be predicted with better accuracy by using past values of x rather than
by not doing so, other information being identical” (Charezma and Dead-
man 1997: 165).

In the econometric literature Granger causality testing takes place in
the context of vector autoregressive (VAR) time-series modeling (Sims
1980) in which the causal relationships between a system of variables is
identi‹ed without making unwarranted assumptions about the exogenous
or endogenous status of the variables in the system. This approach can be
applied to the task of identifying the optimal model of participation using
panel data by employing the following speci‹cation:

Ai2 = a11 + b11Ai1 + b12pi1 + b13Bj1 – b14Ci1 + b15 Oi1 + b16 Pi1 + b17IDi1

+ b18Gi1 + b19 Ei1 + b110EBi1 + b111Ni1 + g11Ri1 + g12EDi1  

+ g13SCi1 + g14INCi1 + g15FTi1 + ui1.
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From the discussion of the previous chapter this will be recognized as
the global model of participation, containing all the variables in the mod-
els examined earlier. Ai2 refers to activism measured in the second wave
of the panel survey, and Ai1 refers to activism measured in the ‹rst wave;
the bj1 are the coef‹cients of variables that may or may not be exogenous
in a cross section but that are clearly exogenous in a panel speci‹cation
where variables from wave one are used to predict a variable from wave
two; ‹nally, the gj1 are coef‹cients of variables that are obviously exoge-
nous in both a cross section and panel speci‹cation. The latter refer to the
demographic variables in the civic voluntarism model. 

This speci‹cation is of the type used to identify Granger causality
adapted to panel rather than to time-series data, since it examines the
effects of the predictor variables in wave one on activism in wave two,
controlling for activism in wave one. In other words it estimates whether
the incentive and demographic variables have a signi‹cant in›uence on
future activism over and above current values of activism. If one or more
of the predictor variables are caused by activism rather than being causes
of activism, they will not pass such an exogeneity test. 

This last point can be illustrated by an example. Assume that current
activism causes current perceptions of political ef‹cacy rather than the
other way around, as the speci‹cation of the global model implies. In this
situation a control for current activism in the model should make the
in›uence of current political ef‹cacy on future activism nonsigni‹cant. In
other words the link between current political ef‹cacy and future activism
would be revealed as spurious once current activism is taken into account.
This approach makes it possible to identify spurious effects caused by rec-
iprocal causation. 

The Granger causality test does not end at this point, however, since a
further investigation of reciprocal links in the model is possible. To apply
Finkel and Muller’s (1998) approach to our example, they would investi-
gate the reciprocal effects of activism on political ef‹cacy with the fol-
lowing equation: 

pi2 = a21 + b21Ai1 + b22pi1 + ui2.

In this speci‹cation, if b21 is statistically signi‹cant, it means that wave
one activism in›uences wave two ef‹cacy, suggesting that inferences
about the in›uence of ef‹cacy on activism in a cross-sectional model are
problematic because of this feedback process. 
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However, Finkel and Muller’s approach is unduly restrictive, since it
fails to take into account other variables in the system that might produce
a spurious relationship between political ef‹cacy and activism. A more
general speci‹cation that allows us to test for Granger causality involves
incorporating those variables that are statistically signi‹cant in the global
model into the reciprocal model. For example, if all of the variables in the
global model were signi‹cant predictors of activism, the correct
speci‹cation of the reciprocal effects model would be:

pi2 = a21 + b21Ai1 + b22pi1 + b23Bj1 – b24Ci1 + b25 Oi1 + b26 Pi1 + b27IDi1

+ b28Gi1 + b29 Ei1 + b210EBi1 + b211Ni1 + g21Ri1 + g22EDi1 + g23SCi1

+ g24INCi1 + g25FTi1 + ui2.

If this speci‹cation revealed a signi‹cant relationship between activism at
time one and political ef‹cacy at time two, it would mean that ef‹cacy
does not Granger-cause activism.

To sum up, if political ef‹cacy Granger-causes activism, it should pass
two tests. First, current political ef‹cacy should be a statistically
signi‹cant predictor of future activism controlling for current activism,
and second, current activism should not be a signi‹cant predictor of
future political ef‹cacy, again controlling for the other predictors in the
model. In our example the coef‹cient b12 in the global model should be
signi‹cant, while the coef‹cient b21 in the equation above should be non-
signi‹cant. A similar approach can be applied to all of the other predictor
variables in the global model, apart from the demographic variables that
we know to be exogenous in any case.

We turn to the exercise of estimating the optimal model next. 

The Optimal Model of High-Intensity Participation
j

The estimation of a panel regression makes it possible to assume that all
predictor variables in a model are exogenous, but it also changes the inter-
pretation of the coef‹cients in comparison with chapter 3. In the previous
chapter we examined the contemporaneous impact of the predictor vari-
ables on activism, but in table 4.5 we examine the lagged impact of these
variables on high-intensity participation, given that prior participation
has already been taken into account. In effect these models estimate the
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effects of incentives at time one on the change in high-intensity partici-
pation between time one and time two. They mix up the contemporane-
ous effects predicted by theory with longitudinal effects that may work in
the opposite direction.5 This is a complication in the interpretation of the
coef‹cients that offsets to some extent the advantage of this approach in
identifying Granger causality.

Table 4.5 contains estimates of the global models and the optimal
models of high-intensity participation for both parties. It can be seen that
some of the effects have changed sign in comparison with the effects
identi‹ed in chapter 3. In the cross-sectional model of chapter 3, for
example, process incentives have a positive impact on participation,
which is consistent with theory. In the Labour panel model of table 4.5,
process incentives are negative predictors of participation. The latter
effect means that members who are motivated by social interaction in
wave one of the survey became less active over time. Both types of effects
are possible because the coef‹cients in table 4.5 measure both contempo-
raneous and longitudinal effects at the same time. 

This is an important point that can be illustrated with an example; if
the intervention of the general election that took place between the two
waves of the panel caused members to focus more on campaigning than
on socializing, this could serve to discourage members who are primarily
motivated to be active for social reasons. As a consequence members who
score high on the index of process incentives would become signi‹cantly
less active than would members motivated to be active for other reasons.
This would produce a negative relationship between lagged process
incentives and contemporaneous activism in the models of table 4.5.
More generally, changing circumstances might have the effect of overrid-
ing the contemporaneous positive relationship between process incen-
tives and activism. Clearly the panel effects may differ from the cross-sec-
tional effects.6 However, the important thing from the point of view of
exogeneity testing is that the effects are statistically signi‹cant, which
serves to establish Granger causality. 

The optimal models exclude nonsigni‹cant variables in the global
model, with no loss of ‹t. In both cases the R2 goodness-of-‹t statistics are
very high. The chi-square (χ2) statistics measure the deterioration in the
‹t caused by deleting variables from the global models in order to estimate
the optimal models. Both of these statistics are nonsigni‹cant, which
implies that the optimal model encompasses the global model in each
case.
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TABLE 4.5. Optimal Models of High-Intensity Participation for Labour 
and Conservative Party Members Using Panel Data—Dependent Variables
(wave two)

Predictor
Variables Labour Labour Conservative Conservative
(wave one) Activism Activism Activism Activism

Activism 0.88*** 0.86*** 0.90*** 0.91***
(31.2) (38.3) (36.0) (38.1)

Personal influence 0.07 .— –0.02 .—
(1.0) (0.5)

Group influence 0.02 0.30*** 0.03*** 0.03***
(1.4) (3.6) (2.7) (2.7)

Collective benefits –0.06*** –0.05*** –0.03 –0.04*
(3.9) (3.6) (1.5) (1.9)

Costs –0.06 .— –0.01 .—
(1.5) (1.2)

Outcome incentives 0.06*** 0.07*** 0.03* 0.02*
(4.2) (5.9) (1.7) (1.6)

Process incentives –0.18* –0.09*** –0.01 .—
(1.9) (2.6) (0.3)

Ideology –0.03** –0.02** 0.05*** 0.05***
(2.3) (2.3) (2.9) (2.7)

Expressive incentives –0.02** –0.02** –0.07*** –0.07***
(2.2) (2.1) (5.1) (5.3)

Expected benefits 0.09*** 0.08*** 0.07** 0.05*
(3.2) (3.3) (2.1) (1.8)

Social norms –0.03** –0.02*** –0.02* –0.02*
(2.8) (2.7) (1.8) (1.7)

Full-time employment 0.01 .— –0.00 .—
(0.8) (0.2)

Household income –0.02 .— 0.03** 0.03***
(1.4) (2.4) (2.8)

Social class 0.03** 0.03*** –0.04*** –0.04***
(2.4) (3.2) (2.8) (3.3)

Educational attainment –0.00 .— –0.10*** –0.11***
(0.1) (7.2) (8.1)

Recruitment to party 0.02 0.02* –0.02 –0.02*
(2.1) (1.9) (1.6) (1.9)

R2 0.84 0.84 0.89 0.89
χ2 .— 5.92 .— 3.37

(5 df) (4 df)

*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01



To examine the Labour models in table 4.5 ‹rst, high-intensity partic-
ipation in wave one, not surprisingly, was a strong predictor of such par-
ticipation in wave two, although the coef‹cient of 0.88 is signi‹cantly dif-
ferent from 1.0, indicating that the effect of past participation decays over
time.7 The optimal model contains variables from three of the models dis-
cussed earlier, but in a number of cases the signs of the variables have
changed in comparison with the cross-sectional models in chapter 3. 

One example of this is expressive incentives, which is a positive pre-
dictor of high-intensity participation in the cross-sectional models but is
negative over the two-year period of the panel. Again, this implies that
participation among individuals with strong attachments to the party in
1990 declined more than did participation among individuals with weak
attachments at that time. Thus once prior participation is taken into
account, which theory predicts is positively related to expressive attach-
ments, strong expressive feelings reduced participation over time, and this
is one of the sources of the decline in Labour activism. We are observing
a kind of burnout in which the strongly attached became less active.

Elements from each of the three rival models are found in the optimal
Labour high-intensity participation model. From the civic voluntarism
model, social class and recruitment are signi‹cant predictors of participa-
tion, although again the effects are reversed in sign in comparison with
the cross-sectional models. Thus the participation rates of middle-class
party members declined more than those of working-class members, once
the direct relationship between class and high-intensity participation is
taken into account. Similarly, party members recruited by friends and
family became less involved over time, compared with those recruited by
other means.

With respect to the social psychological model, both social norms and
expected bene‹ts in›uenced high-intensity participation over time. In
this case the signs of the effects are the same as in the cross-sectional mod-
els; members who thought that the various activities bene‹ted the party
were more likely to be active over time, in comparison with members who
thought the opposite. Thus expected bene‹ts positively in›uence partici-
pation both in the cross-sectional and dynamic speci‹cations. A similar
point can be made about social norms.

With regard to the general incentives model, it is noteworthy that a
number of the variables did not have an impact on participation over
time. This is true of personal in›uence and perceptions of costs. While
these variables clearly impact high-intensity participation in the short
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run, they do not appear to Granger-cause such participation as measured
in this speci‹cation.8 It is more promising that selective incentives relat-
ing to outcome, process, and ideological incentives are all signi‹cant pre-
dictors of high-intensity participation over time, and all have the same
signs as in the cross-sectional models, with the exception of process
incentives. So ‹ve of the eight predictor variables in the optimal model
are from the general incentives model, suggesting that the general incen-
tives model dominates the others, even if it does not formally encompass
them.

The Conservative participation models are very similar to the Labour
models. Thus personal in›uence, perceptions of cost, and full-time
employment do not appear to have an in›uence on high-intensity partic-
ipation over time. In contrast selective incentives, with the exception of
process incentives, appear to be important, as do expected bene‹ts and
social norms. The major difference between the Labour and Conservative
models relates to the civic voluntarism variables; unlike Labour both
household income and education appear to in›uence participation. High-
income individuals became more active than low-income individuals,
and middle-class Conservatives became more active than working-class
Conservatives. The sole exception to this pattern relates to education,
since graduates were less likely to remain active than were nongraduates. 

As mentioned earlier, the models in table 4.5 provide only half of the
test for Granger causality, since we have yet to examine reciprocal effects.
This is done in table 4.6, which includes the coef‹cients measuring the
in›uence of current participation on the future values of the predictor
variables, controlling for all other signi‹cant variables in the models.

There is no evidence of signi‹cant reciprocal effects between high-
intensity participation and the predictor variables in table 4.6, with the
exception of expressive incentives. It appears that the latter are
in›uenced by prior participation for both Conservatives and Labour party
members. This means that, when expressive attachments are included in
cross-sectional models as contemporaneous predictors of participation,
the reciprocal effects may lead to distorted estimates. Accordingly, in
response to this ‹nding when the optimal model is used in later panel esti-
mates it always incorporates wave one measures of expressive incentives
rather than wave two measures to avoid this problem. 

Overall, the estimates in tables 4.5 and 4.6 taken together indicate
that, with the exception of expressive incentives, the predictor variables
in the optimal model all Granger-cause high-intensity participation. This
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is fairly conclusive evidence that participation is explained by incentive
and social psychological variables of various kinds, and these measures are
not just by-products of activism explained by something else.

The optimal model is clearly a hybrid model, but it is nonetheless dom-
inated by the general incentives model. The prominent role of the selec-
tive incentives indicates the importance of cost-bene‹t calculations in
explaining why some party members become highly active when others
do not. However, the results also indicate that a narrowly de‹ned rational
choice account of participation is not consistent with the evidence, since
expressive incentives, group incentives, and social norms are all impor-
tant in›uences on participation in the optimal model. None of these vari-
ables is compatible with a narrow rational choice account that focuses
purely on a calculus of the costs and bene‹ts of participation. Clearly,
social norms, emotional attachments, and feelings of group solidarity are
all crucial to understanding high-intensity participation.

From the perspective of the optimal model, the weakest of the theo-
retical explanations of participation is provided by the civic voluntarism
model. None of the resource variables in that model Granger-causes
Labour participation, with the exception of social class. But even in the
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TABLE 4.6. The Influence of Current High-Intensity
Participation on Future Values of the Predictor Variables
Controlling for Other Predictors in the Models

Labor Conservatives

The influence of prior activism on:
Group influence –0.03 –0.04

(1.5) (1.0)
Collective benefits 0.01 –0.03

(0.3) (0.9)
Outcome incentives 0.02 0.03

(1.5) (0.7)
Process incentives 0.02 .—

(0.8)
Ideology 0.01 0.01

(0.6) (0.3)
Expressive incentives –0.03* 0.10***

(1.9) (3.0)
Expected benefits 0.02 0.02

(1.1) (0.7)
Social norms 0.02 0.01

(1.1) (0.1)

*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 



case of class, the sign of the coef‹cient is the opposite of that predicted by
the civic voluntarism model, although to be fair this model makes no pre-
dictions about participation over time. However, the ‹nding that middle-
class activists became less active over time in comparison with working-
class activists does not ‹t well with a theory that suggests that the middle
class have more resources than the working class and as a consequence are
more likely to participate. 

The Conservative model is different in that education and income
play a role in explaining changes in participation, which at ‹rst sight sup-
ports the civic voluntarism model. However, once again some of the
effects are inconsistent with this model; as the rich and the middle class
became more active in comparison with the poor and the working class,
graduates became less active. This ‹nding is quite inconsistent with the
civic voluntarism model, which, as the earlier discussion shows, regards
education as a good indicator of resources.

Overall, a modi‹ed version of the general incentives model, which
includes additional social psychological variables, appears to explain
high-intensity participation. Demographic variables play a residual role in
explaining the dynamics of participation, but not in a way that is fully
consistent with the civic voluntarism model. These results establish that
all the variables in the optimal models of table 4.5 Granger-cause partici-
pation, with the exception of expressive attachments. 

We mentioned earlier that the signs of the estimates are not easily
interpreted since they are a mixture of contemporaneous and longitudinal
effects. It is possible to correct this problem by estimating the optimal
model with contemporaneous rather than lagged predictor variables, in
other words by modeling high-intensity participation in wave two using
the wave two predictors in the optimal model. This approach cannot of
course be used to establish Granger causality, which requires lags to iden-
tify the causal processes. But once Granger causality is established by
other means, it can be used to estimate contemporaneous effects free of
longitudinal in›uences. This speci‹cation includes a control for past
activism, which implies modeling the effect of contemporaneous predic-
tors on the change in activism over time. Put another way, if, for exam-
ple, process incentives cause activism, then such incentives should also
cause a change in activism, and this is what the version of the model seeks
to establish.

Table 4.7 contains the contemporaneous estimates of the optimal
models. To examine the Labour model ‹rst, it can be seen that the
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strongest predictor of high-intensity participation is outcome incentives.
This suggests that political ambition, a selective incentive for involve-
ment, is the most important variable in explaining why some individuals
are more active than others at the high end of the scale. It is also true that
the other measures of selective incentives—process and ideological
incentives—are important predictors of participation as well, and all of
these effects have the expected signs. Thus individuals who enjoy meet-
ing other like-minded people are more likely to participate for that rea-
son, and individuals on the left of the ideological spectrum are more
active than those on the right. 

Clearly, once longitudinal effects have been cleaned from the models
the relationships appear to be consistent with theory. The results suggest
that selective incentives outweigh any other type of incentive when it
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TABLE 4.7. The Optimal Models—
Contemporaneous Effects with Exogenous Variables
(all wave two variables)

Predictor Labour Conservatives

Group influence 0.03*** 0.04
(2.4) (0.3)

Collective benefits 0.05** 0.15***
(2.1) (2.9)

Outcome incentives 0.37*** 0.28***
(16.6) (6.3)

Process incentives 0.12*** .—
(3.3)

Ideology –0.04* –0.05
(1.8) (0.4)

Expected benefits 0.13*** 0.82***
(4.7) (6.4)

Social norms –0.04*** –0.18**
(2.7) (2.4)

Expressive incentives 0.13*** 0.29***
(wave one) (8.9) (6.3)

Social class –0.06*** –0.16***
(3.6) (3.7)

Educational attainment .— 0.12***
(3.6)

Recruitment to party –0.02 0.08**
(1.7) (2.5)

R2 0.37 0.52

*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 



comes to explaining variations in high-intensity participation in the
Labour party.

The expected bene‹ts measure is also an important predictor of partic-
ipation in the Labour model, again with the correct sign; individuals who
see immediate payoffs to the party from different types of political activ-
ity are more active for that reason. Expressive incentives are also impor-
tant in having a positive impact on participation, although in this case we
are using the wave one measure of expressive attachments because this
variable did not pass the Granger causality test. It is clear though that
members who strongly identify with the party are more likely to partici-
pate than are those with weak attachments. 

Additional variables in the Labour model that are important predictors
of activism include the group in›uence variable, collective bene‹ts, social
norms, and social class, which all have signs consistent with theory and
with the results in chapter 3. Thus party members who have a strong sense
that the Labour party is an effective organization at achieving its goals are
more likely to participate as a consequence. Similarly, members who have
policy goals that are congruent with those of the Labour party are more
likely to participate, and individuals who believe that party members
have a favorable image in society are also more active. Finally, the mid-
dle-class members are more likely to participate than are the working-
class members.

Turning to the Conservative models, again the results are very similar
to the Labour models and are also consistent with theory. Outcome
incentives are clearly prominent predictors of high-intensity participa-
tion, although in this case their impact is eclipsed by the importance of
expected bene‹ts. Clearly, for Conservatives the perception that particu-
lar types of participation are very effective in achieving the party’s goals is
very important. Again, in common with the Labour model, expressive
incentives are an important factor in explaining participation, as are
social norms and collective bene‹ts. 

The main difference between the Conservative and Labour models
relates to the role of social background variables.9 In the case of Conserv-
atives both education and social class are important predictors of partici-
pation, whereas for Labour there is only a class effect. The estimates show
that highly educated, middle-class Conservatives were more likely to par-
ticipate than were less educated, working-class Conservatives. Finally,
the recruitment variable is important for Conservatives, such that mem-
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bers recruited by friends and family were more active participants than
were those who joined the party by other means.

Discussion
j

The results of this modeling exercise suggest that, while some differences
exist between the parties and some variables are statistically signi‹cant in
some models and not in others, there is nonetheless a core set of variables
that are robust predictors of high-intensity participation that make up the
optimal model. The variables common to both parties are collective
bene‹ts, outcome incentives, expected bene‹ts, expressive incentives,
social norms, and social class. In addition there is evidence that ideology
plays an important role for Labour and that education and recruitment
play a role for the Conservatives. Taken as a whole, the optimal models
provide a close insight into the underlying determinants of high-intensity
participation of the type we have been examining in this study. 

The results lead to a number of conclusions about the nature of politi-
cal participation and the relevance of different theoretical approaches to
an understanding of participation in politics, a topic we return to in chap-
ter 8. But for the moment the major conclusion from this modeling exer-
cise is that the general incentives theory clearly dominates the rest. By
contrast, the civic voluntarism model makes a rather modest contribution
to understanding high-intensity participation, and some ‹ndings are
clearly inconsistent with it. Clearly, high-intensity participation is largely
the product of cognitive and affective variables found in both rational
actor and social psychological theoretical accounts.

This chapter has focused on the dynamics of high-intensity participa-
tion among both Labour and Conservative party members. The evidence
up to this point has suggested that grass roots participation in the British
party system has been in decline, which is true for a number of reasons.
But between 1994 and 1997 the Labour party increased in size by about 40
percent, as the leadership embarked on a conscious effort to recruit new
members. This striking reversal of long-term trends in the grass roots
Labour party suggests that declining participation is not inevitable but
can be reversed if the parties themselves take concerted action. We exam-
ine this intriguing episode in the next chapter.
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