
Chapter 5

New Labour:
Reversing the Decline?

j

in this chapter we change the focus of attention from the
dynamics of activism to the question of why individuals join a party in the
‹rst place, relating this to the optimal model of participation. Up to this
point we have suggested that weakening partisanship and declining
activism have characterized the British party system in the postwar years.
However, New Labour achieved a remarkable electoral victory in May
1997, giving it a parliamentary majority larger than the entire parliamen-
tary Conservative party. This victory was the culmination of the modern-
ization process that was nearly ‹fteen years in the making (see Shaw
1994, 1996; Jones 1996; Mandelson and Liddle 1996). 

As we pointed out in chapter 1, part of this modernization process
involved a conscious effort by the leadership to rejuvenate the grass roots
party by recruiting new members and giving existing members new incen-
tives to participate. Thus we focus on whether this change of strategy,
which can be dated from Blair’s accession to the leadership in 1994, has
fundamentally changed the character of the grass roots party. The wider
issue raised in this chapter is whether political parties can reverse decline
and rebuild themselves, even after years of neglect of their grass roots
organization.

Labour’s modernization strategy had a number of elements involving
changes to the party constitution, policy changes, a new media strategy,
and also a thorough overhaul of the party organization. One aspect of the
latter was a new recognition of the importance of individual party mem-
bers in sustaining an effective party organization. The party leadership
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had paid lip service to the importance of recruiting members for many
years but in practice had done little to reverse the long-run decline in the
membership that had been taking place since the early 1950s (Seyd and
Whiteley 1992: 16). However, after Blair became party leader in 1994
this situation radically changed, such that by the time of the general elec-
tion of 1997 individual party membership had increased by about 40 per-
cent (Labour Party 1998). As shown in table 1.1, there was a remarkable
renaissance in Labour’s individual membership after 1994.

This raises the intriguing question of whether the decline in grass roots
activism discussed earlier has been reversed in the light of this remarkable
achievement. A similar point can be made about the Conservative party.
Following their election defeat in 1997, the new leader, William Hague,
set in train a modernization process whose purpose was “to organize and
motivate voluntary membership, which we aim to double to well over
600,000 members” (Conservative Party 1997: 10). Thus the Conserva-
tives followed in the footsteps of the Labour strategy with the same aim of
revitalizing the grass roots party.

Because Labour pioneered this modernization process, the focus in this
chapter is on the Labour strategy, with the aim of assessing whether it has
successfully reversed the decline of grass roots party activism. The key to
this development was a change in the recruitment and retention strategy
from that of a traditional passive/responsive mode to that of an active/
mobilization mode. For the ‹rst time the party developed a well-resourced
national campaign aimed at recruiting members instead of relying on the
traditional method of merely responding to individuals who approached
the party or relying on haphazard local recruitment campaigns.

The change in recruitment strategy occurred in a fairly clearly de‹ned
period, so it is possible to examine the effects with something that
approximates a quasi-experimental research design (Cook and Campbell
1979). This change makes it possible to evaluate the effects on participa-
tion of a shift to a mobilization model of recruitment. Essentially we show
that the shift to the new recruitment strategy signi‹cantly altered the
incentives for participation in the grass roots party, which in turn led to
the recruitment of a new type of relatively inactive member. These
‹ndings suggest that while Labour has clearly reversed the decline in
membership it has also stimulated the decline in activism, even though
this is measured from a higher base of total membership. 

The basic ‹ndings of this chapter conclude that, while the absolute
level of participation in the grass roots party increased as a result of the
new recruitment strategy, the relative decline in participation continued.
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Put another way, although the party had more members and hence the
total amount of activity in the grass roots party increased between 1994
and 1997, the average amount of activity per member continued to
decline. Furthermore, after Labour entered of‹ce in 1997, the absolute
decline in activity resumed.

This chapter is divided into four parts. We begin with a review of
Labour’s modernization strategy, insofar as it related to the recruitment of
party members. The effects of a change from a passive/responsive mode to
an active/mobilization mode of recruitment on participation are then
examined in the second section. The distinction between Old Labour and
New Labour party members is examined at this point and is used to con-
struct hypotheses about the effects of the changing membership recruit-
ment strategy on participation. This leads into the third section, which
examines whether the optimal model developed in chapter 4 explains the
differences between Old and New party members in their rates of partici-
pation. The model is estimated with data from a second panel survey of
Labour party members conducted in 1997–99, the methodological details
of which are described in the appendix. The ‹nal section contains a dis-
cussion of the results and conclusions.

Labour’s Membership Recruitment Strategy
j

As is well known, individual membership of the Labour party had been in
decline from the early 1950s until 1994, when Tony Blair became party
leader (Whiteley 1982; Seyd and Whiteley 1992:16). This was true
despite the fact that the party leadership had sought to modernize the
party and its recruitment strategy following the massive electoral defeat of
1983.1 The new party leader, Neil Kinnock, who was elected after that
defeat, set in motion a modernization strategy aimed at revitalizing the
party organization, constitution, and policies. As part of that strategy, in
1987 he announced a commitment to double the party membership, and
this and other reforms led to the creation of a national membership
scheme in 1989.2 Despite these efforts, the objective was not pursued with
any vigor or organizational resources, and as a consequence it had little
effect on membership recruitment in practice. 

Part of the reason for this was a certain ambivalence on the part of the
leadership concerning the role of individual members in the political
process. On the one hand the leader’s commitment to an increased mem-
bership suggested that he thought they were quite important. On the
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other hand the Shadow Communications agency, which coordinated
campaign strategy, announced a declared aim to bring about “a shift in
campaigning emphasis from ‘grass roots’ opinion forming, to in›uencing
electoral opinion through the mass media” (Hughes and Wintour 1990:
52). So the objectives of the strategy were divided and unclear. 

One student of Labour party politics observing this period argued that
“the organizational transformation achieved under Kinnock resulted in
the reinforcement of oligarchical tendencies inherent in all voluntary
organizations” (Shaw 1994: 223). If so, part of the problem was that
despite the rhetoric Kinnock may not have accepted the need to give
grass roots members greater incentives to participate.

However, following the election defeat of 1992, Labour strategists
began to see the political and electoral advantages of a revitalized grass
roots party. These advantages are related to campaigning, fund-raising,
and the legitimation provided by a mass membership among the wider
electorate. Of these factors campaigning and fund-raising were undoubt-
edly the most important in the minds of the party leadership. 

In relation to campaigning, a conventional wisdom had developed
over time that local campaigns were largely irrelevant in in›uencing vot-
ing behavior and turnout (see Butler and Kavanagh 1992: 245). But new
research had begun to show the importance of grass roots campaigning in
winning elections at the local level (Johnston and Pattie 1995; Pattie,
Johnston, and Fieldhouse 1995; Whiteley and Seyd 1992, 1994; Denver
and Hands 1985, 1997). This alerted party strategists to the importance of
developing a thriving grass roots party organization.

Speaking from the platform on behalf of the National Executive Com-
mittee at the 1992 Labour party conference, Clare Short announced:

There is an important new book that I hope many comrades have looked
at, by Patrick Seyd and Paul Whiteley, which is a study of Labour’s grass-
roots and it shows very clearly that where we have a strong and active
local party, we do better electorally. So the NEC intends, despite the
‹nancial dif‹culties that we face, to put a major effort into work that has
been neglected in recent years to revitalise and strengthen our grassroots.
(Labour Party 1992: 74–75)

Fund-raising had become more important as well. While legal restric-
tions on campaign advertising prevent the type of escalating campaign
costs experienced in the United States, fund-raising has nonetheless
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become a growing problem for British political parties in the face of the
rising costs of election campaigns (Pinto-Duschinsky 1983; Fisher 1994,
1995; Kavanagh 1995). Party strategists began to see the party members
as a resource to be tapped for donations, particularly at election times. 

The view that members legitimated the party in the wider community
was strongly supported by John Smith, the leader who took over from
Neil Kinnock after the 1992 general election defeat. He took membership
very seriously and regarded party members as “ambassadors to the com-
munity” (Scarrow 1996: 43). In an article he wrote for Labour Party News
he argued:

It is vital that we increase our membership. Members are the lifeblood of
the party. From them ›ow ideas, campaigns, activities and income. And
through them we can campaign on our policies and build local support
for the party. (Smith 1993)

Part of the impetus for the recruitment strategy was the assumption
that new members would be much less opposed to changes in the party
constitution and policies than would be the long-established members. So
grass roots support for the leadership’s modernization strategy itself
became an additional reason for recruiting members (see Whiteley and
Seyd 1998).

After the election defeat of 1992, the national party headquarters set
up a project for revitalizing the grass roots called “Active Labour,”3 which
aimed to guide local parties in reviewing organizational problems, setting
up recruitment drives, and motivating new members to join the party.
Thus the change from a traditional passive/responsive mode of member-
ship recruitment to an active/mobilization mode was chie›y a response to
Labour’s fourth election defeat in a row. 

However, it took the election of Blair as the new party leader after the
untimely death of John Smith in 1994 for the new approach to be fully
implemented. Before he became leader Blair had worked to build a large
membership in his own constituency of Sedge‹eld, and the new leader
was anxious to create a new image for the Labour party, depicting it as a
new and dynamic force in British politics. New members would serve to
demonstrate that the party had shed its past identity and would help to
undermine Conservative claims that Blair was a front for the politics of
nationalization and centralization. Furthermore, rising membership
depicted a reforming party as the forerunner of a reforming government,
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enabling him to claim that “Without a radical and vibrant party, there
will be no radical and vibrant government” (Blair 1994: 19).

The new active membership recruitment strategy turned out to be very
successful. Writing in 1996 Peter Mandelson and Roger Liddle were able
to claim that “the British Labour Party has become the fastest growing
political party in Europe. At over 363,000, the party has its highest level
of membership since 1979” (219). By 1997 the membership had reached
405,238 (Labour Party 1998), a 40 percent increase over the 1994 ‹gure.
However, the change in recruitment strategy had implications for the
type of member being recruited. In particular, the shift to an active/mobi-
lization mode of recruitment changed the incentives for active participa-
tion in the party organization, an issue we examine next.

Old and New Labour Activism and Recruitment
j

The terms “Old Labour” and “New Labour” have acquired ideological
meanings in popular discourse, with the former describing supporters who
favor old-style policies of nationalization, state intervention, redistribu-
tion, and high taxes and the latter describing supporters who favor public-
private partnerships, little redistribution, and limited taxation. In the pre-
sent context, however, we will use the terms purely in a chronological
sense: Old Labour will refer to party members who joined prior to Blair
becoming the leader in 1994, and New Labour will refer to the members
who joined between 1994 and 1997. The ‹rst wave of the panel survey
showed that in 1997 the former group made up about 59 percent of the
membership and the latter 41 percent. If we examine the differences
between these two groups using the same indicators of activism that
appeared in tables 4.1 and 4.3, clear distinctions between the two types of
member appear.

Table 5.1 indicates that very signi‹cant differences existed between
the Old and New Labour party members with respect to their rates of
activism. While the Old Labour members were less active than their
counterparts in 1989–90 (see table 4.1), they were considerably more
active than the New Labour members; some 10 percent of the Old Labour
members worked more than ten hours in the average month for the party
in comparison with only 2 percent of the New Labour members. This sug-
gests that the decline of activism noted in chapter 4 has continued among
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long-standing members, and it has accelerated when new recruits are
taken into account as well.

Table 5.2 provides more detailed information about the rates of
activism of the Old and New Labour members. In every case the former
were more active than the latter; Old Labour members were more likely
to display election posters, donate money to party funds, deliver lea›ets,
attend meetings, and canvass. The magnitude of these differences can
best be gauged by looking at the right-hand columns of table 5.2, which
provide information on the highly active party members. It can be seen
that Old Labour members were roughly twice as likely to sign a petition,
donate money, and deliver lea›ets and were three times as likely to can-
vass voters than were their New Labour counterparts. Not surprisingly,
when it came to standing for of‹ce within the party organization or in the
wider society, the differences were even larger; Old Labour members were
nine times more likely to run for of‹ce in a local or national election than
were their New Labour colleagues.

There are two possible explanations of these ‹ndings; one might be
described as a socialization hypothesis, which suggests that the New
Labour members were less active because they had only recently joined
the party and thus were not yet socialized into the norms and values of the
party or fully integrated into the local party organization. As a result they
were likely to be less active than Old Labour members, although the pre-
sumption would be that eventually they would become as active as party
members in general. It is not clear how long this socialization process
takes, but much of it should have taken place by the time of the second
wave of the panel survey in 1999. 
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TABLE 5.1. Hours Worked by Old and New
Labour Party Members in the Average Month in
1997 (in percentages)

Hours Worked Old Labour New Labour

None 54 73
Up to 5 hours 28 21
From 5 up to 10 hours 8 4
From 10 up to 20 hours 5 1
More than 20 hours 5 1

Note: N = 5,761. Old Labour made up 59 percent of the membership,
and New Labour made up 41 percent.



The second hypothesis can be described as the recruitment hypothesis.
It suggests that New Labour members are a new type of member alto-
gether who have been persuaded to join the party by the mobilization
campaign but who in the absence of such an intensive campaign would
not have joined at all. If this interpretation is correct the New Labour
members are always going to be much less active than their traditional
counterparts, with the gap between the two groups likely to continue into
the future. This means that, if the party continues to recruit more new
members of this type, as they become a larger proportion of the total
membership, average rates of activism within the party organization are
likely to decline further.

We can test these competing hypotheses using the panel data that
tracks the rates of activism of the two types of member over time. If the
socialization hypothesis is correct, then the difference in rates of activism
between the Old and New Labour members should have narrowed or
even been eliminated by 1999. On the other hand if the recruitment
hypothesis is correct, this difference should have remained the same or
even widened in the intervening period.

The evidence from table 5.3 is fairly unequivocal and shows that the
recruitment hypothesis rather than the socialization hypothesis best ‹ts
the data. The ‹rst point is that by 1999 only 36 percent of the sample
were New Labour members in comparison with 41 percent in 1997. Even
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TABLE 5.2. Old and New Labour Members’ Activities in 1997 
(in percentages)

Not at All Rarely Occasionally Frequently

Activity Old New Old New Old New Old New

Displayed an election poster in
a window 11 26 4 7 20 28 66 39

Signed a petition supported by 
the party 18 32 11 13 37 36 34 18

Donated money to party funds 12 23 11 15 11 15 38 23
Delivered party leaflets

in an election 23 55 5 6 20 17 52 23
Attended a party meeting 28 56 16 14 22 17 34 14
Canvassed voters on behalf of 

the party 49 81 8 5 17 7 26 8
Stood for office in the party 75 94 4 2 10 2 12 2
Stood for office in a local or 

national election 84 97 3 1 5 1 9 1



taking into account sampling error, this suggests that New Labour mem-
bers were more likely to be nonrespondents in1999 than were Old Labour
members. The obvious inference is that they have dropped out of the
party in greater numbers than have Old Labour members.4

But even setting aside the issue of differential response rates, the gap
between Old and New Labour members in relation to hours worked in the
average month widened over the two-year period. In 1997 some 54 per-
cent of Old Labour members did no work at all for the party in the aver-
age month. By 1999 this had increased to 56 percent, suggesting that the
decline of activism discussed earlier continues. However, in the case of
New Labour members these ‹gures went from 73 percent doing nothing
in 1997 to 79 percent in 1999, an increase three times greater than for
Old Labour members.

A similar picture emerges from table 5.4 in which the Old and New
Labour members are compared in relation to speci‹c political activities.
There is no evidence in this table that the differences in overall activism
rates between Old and New Labour members have declined during the
two-year period. Indeed in a number of cases the gap between the two
types of member actually increased. For example, the number of members
who frequently donated money to the party fell by 4 percent for Old
Labour members and by 6 percent for New Labour members. Similarly,
the number of Old Labour members who frequently canvassed voters fell
by 1 percent, whereas for New Labour members it fell by 2 percent. To be
fair, there are examples in tables 5.2 and 5.4 of narrowing differences
between the Old and New Labour members, but these are all in relation
to low-intensity types of participation, such as displaying election posters
and signing petitions. 
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TABLE 5.3. Hours Worked by Old and New
Labour Members in the Average Month in 1999 
(in percentages)

Hours Worked Old Labour New Labour

None 56 79
Up to 5 hours 26 15
From 5 up to 10 hours 9 4
From 10 up to 20 hours 3 2
More than 20 hours 6 1

Note: N = 1,325. Old Labour made up 64 percent of the membership,
and New Labour made up 36 percent.



Clearly it is useful to get an overall measure of activism to examine
whether the difference between Old and New Labour members widened
or narrowed over time. The 1990 activism scale examined in table 4.3
measures the same election-related activities such as delivering lea›ets,
canvassing, and attending meetings as in tables 5.2 and 5.4. A previous
analysis of this scale showed that the mean score for all party members at
the time of the original survey was twenty-one.5 In our book, Labour’s
Grass Roots (1992), we illustrate the activities of the average party mem-
ber in the following terms:

He or she is very likely to have displayed a poster at election times and
signed a petition sponsored by the party; quite likely to have given
money occasionally to Labour party funds, attended a party meeting or
canvassed; and unlikely to have stood for of‹ce in the party or in a local
election. (97)

If we calculate overall activity scores in the 1997 survey using the eight
activities in table 5.2,6 the mean activism score for the entire sample was
sixteen, or about 76 percent of the mean score associated with the 1990
cohort of members. This con‹rms the point that rates of activism within
the party have declined by about one-quarter for all types of members
over this period. In addition, in the 1997 survey the mean activism score
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TABLE 5.4. Old and New Labour Members’ Activities in 1999 
(in percentages)

Not at All Rarely Occasionally Frequently

Activity Old New Old New Old New Old New

Displayed an election poster in
a window 14 28 4 7 24 32 58 33

Signed a petition supported by 
the party 24 36 12 12 36 38 28 15

Donated money to party funds 14 23 14 18 39 41 34 17
Delivered party leaflets

in an election 23 55 4 5 20 20 53 20
Attended a party meeting 27 55 16 15 22 17 35 13
Canvassed voters on behalf of 

the party 49 80 10 5 16 8 25 6
Stood for office in the party 74 92 4 1 10 4 12 3
Stood for office in a local or 

national election 83 95 3 1 5 2 9 1



for the New Labour members was thirteen, or about 72 percent of the
mean score of eighteen for Old Labour members. Thus the New Labour
members were about 28 percent less active in 1997 than members who
joined the party earlier. 

Interestingly, the mean scores for Old and New Labour members in
1999 were also eighteen and thirteen respectively, indicating that no
change had occurred in the activism rates of these two types of member in
the interim period. Thus it is fairly clear that socialization processes did
not narrow the gap in activity rates between Old and New Labour party
members. 

These results strongly suggest that Labour has been recruiting a new
type of member since the mobilization campaign began and that individ-
ual membership increased signi‹cantly after 1994. These new members
are less active than their long-standing counterparts in all categories of
activism, and this is particularly marked at the high-intensity point on
the activism scales. 

Obviously, the explanation for these differences should be found in the
variables that make up the optimal model of participation identi‹ed in
chapter 4. For example, if New Labour members had fewer outcome or
ideological incentives to participate, or if their class and recruitment
characteristics were different, this could explain why they were less active
than Old Labour members. To investigate this issue we need to examine
the predictor variables in the optimal model of high-intensity participa-
tion for Old and New Labour members. Accordingly, the optimal model
identi‹ed in table 4.6 is reestimated with the 1997 data in table 5.5.7

The goodness of ‹t of the optimal model in table 5.5 is similar to that
of its equivalent in table 4.6, and the signs of the variables are the same.
However, in this version of the model it appears that group in›uence is
not a statistically signi‹cant predictor of activism. On the other hand out-
come and process incentives for participation are strong positive predic-
tors of activism, as are expected bene‹ts and expressive incentives. Simi-
larly, social norms, social class, and the mode of recruitment to the party
are signi‹cant negative predictors of participation in the same way as they
were in the earlier version.

We can get a preliminary sense of whether the predictor variables in
the optimal model fully account for differences in activism between Old
and New Labour by incorporating a dummy variable into the optimal
model. This variable scores one if the respondent is New Labour and zero
if he or she is Old Labour, and it has a very signi‹cant negative impact on
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high-intensity participation in the second model in table 5.5, even in the
presence of the other predictor variables. This clearly implies that addi-
tional factors are at work in explaining the differences in rates of activism
between Old and New Labour members other than the variables in the
optimal model. As the earlier discussion indicates, it seems likely that the
party has recruited a new type of member since the mobilization strategy
was introduced in the early 1990s.

Before exploring more fully the additional factors that explain differ-
ences between Old and New Labour members, it is interesting to examine
differences in the predictor variables in the optimal model. In this way
the contribution of the optimal model to explaining variations in partici-
pation can be assessed. This is done in table 5.6, which gives a breakdown
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TABLE 5.5. The Optimal Model of High-Intensity
Participation in 1997

Optimal Model with
Predictor Optimal Model New Labour Dummy

Group influence –0.00 –0.00
(0.0) (0.1)

Collective benefits 0.01 0.04**
(0.6) (2.0)

Outcome incentives 0.32*** 0.31***
(20.4) (22.0)

Process incentives 0.26*** 0.19***
(8.1) (6.7)

Ideology –0.02 –0.03**
(1.3) (2.3)

Expected benefits 0.20*** 0.22***
(7.9) (10.0)

Social norms –0.04*** –0.02**
(4.0) (2.2)

Expressive incentives 0.17*** 0.10***
(15.9) (10.0)

Social class –0.03*** –0.02**
(3.2) (2.2)

Recruitment to the party –0.11*** –0.01
(11.8) (1.4)

New Labour dummy variable .— –0.35***
(36.0)

R2 0.40 0.54

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



TABLE 5.6. Differences between Old and New Labour in Predictors of the
Optimal Model in 1997 (in percentages)

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree

Old New Old New Old New Old New Old New

Outcome incentives
Respondent could do a

good job as a councillor 16 12 39 34 20 24 20 24 5 6
Labour would succeed if

more people like
respondent were MPs 8 6 21 21 39 36 27 31 5 6

Process incentives
Being active is a good

way to meet people 10 7 57 51 23 34 9 7 2 2
Being activist is the only

way to be politically
educated 8 4 33 28 12 15 40 45 8 8

Social norms
Work by ordinary

party members is 
unrecognized 21 15 59 57 11 18 8 9 1 1

Many people think
activists are extremists 12 11 54 56 16 16 17 15 2 2

Very Fairly Not Very Not at All
Strong Strong Strong Strong

Expressive incentives Old New Old New Old New Old New
Strength of party identification 58 38 37 53 4 9 1 1

Routine Petty Foreman & Working
Salariat Nonmanual Bourgeoise Technician Class

Social class Old New Old New Old New Old New Old New
67 60 12 13 2 2 7 8 13 17

Not at All Not Very Very
Effective Effective Effective Effective

Expected benefits Old New Old New Old New Old New
Displaying an election poster 2 3 19 24 55 52 24 21
Donating money to election funds 1 1 7 6 51 53 41 41
Delivering party leaflets 2 2 14 17 55 58 29 23
Attending a party rally 12 9 48 43 32 39 8 9
Canvassing voters door to door 2 3 15 19 48 51 35 27

Mode of recruitment to the party Face-to-Face Impersonal
Contacts Contacts

Old New Old New
80 55 20 45



of the observed variables in the optimal model for Old and New Labour
members.

While some differences are not large it is clear that Old Labour mem-
bers are more likely to be politically ambitious, more likely to respond to
process incentives, and much more strongly attached to the party than are
New Labour members. Thus 55 percent of Old Labour members agree or
strongly agree with the idea that they could do a good job as a local coun-
cillor, compared with 46 percent of New Labour members. Again, some
67 percent of Old Labour members believe that activism is a good way to
meet interesting people, compared with 58 percent of New Labour.
Equally, 58 percent of Old Labour members are strong identi‹ers with the
Labour party in comparison with only 38 percent of New Labour mem-
bers. 

A similar point can be made about social class; since the Old Labour
members are slightly more middle class than the New Labour members,
they are more active as a consequence. In relation to the expected
bene‹ts of participation, once again the Old Labour members are margin-
ally more likely to think that various types of campaigning are effective in
comparison with New Labour members. All of these effects mean that
Old Labour members are likely to be more active than New Labour mem-
bers, since they clearly have greater incentives to participation.

One intriguing ‹nding in table 5.6 relates to the mode of recruitment
of members to the party. It will be recalled that the civic voluntarism
model predicted that individuals recruited into political activity by
friends and family are more likely to be active than individuals recruited
by other means. The data in table 5.6 suggest that there are large differ-
ences between the Old and New Labour members with respect to the
mode of recruitment. This of course re›ects the national change in the
party’s recruitment strategy discussed earlier. We shall argue that this
‹nding is quite important in accounting for the unexplained differences
in activism between Old and New Labour members. Accordingly, the
issue is probed in more detail in table 5.7.

Table 5.7 contains data on the mechanisms that triggered an individ-
ual’s decision to join the Labour party. It identi‹es the individual compo-
nents of impersonal and face-to-face contacts identi‹ed in table 5.6. In
the case of Old Labour members no less than 52 percent of them were
recruited through friends and family in comparison with only 34 percent
who were recruited in this way among the New Labour members. Social
contacts were similarly more important among the Old Labour members
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compared with New Labour. In contrast the impersonal methods associ-
ated with the mobilization strategy of party political broadcasts and
advertisements in national newspapers accounted for 48 percent of the
New Labour recruits in comparison with only 11 percent of the Old
Labour recruits.

Table 5.8 indicates that this lack of face-to-face contact in the process
of recruitment continued even after the members had joined the party. It
can be seen that 44 percent of New Labour members had met other
activists either rarely or not at all during the previous year, whereas this
was true for only 25 percent of the Old Labour members. In contrast,
some 43 percent of Old Labour members frequently had contact with
other active members in comparison with only 22 percent of New Labour
members. In addition the second part of the table suggests a slight ten-
dency for the New Labour members to be less satis‹ed with their levels of
contact with the party in comparison with the Old Labour members.

In examining the role of face-to-face contact in in›uencing participa-
tion, it is important to distinguish between contact and activism. As we
pointed out in chapter 1, contact and activism are not the same thing. In
many localities inactive members are in regular contact with activists
who deliver newsletters, ask them to sign petitions, call on them to vote
during elections, and seek donations as well as collect their membership
subscriptions and Tote funds (Seyd and Whiteley 1992: 86–117).8 There
are good reasons for thinking that a local party that maintains regular
contact with the inactive members has a better chance of keeping them
in the party in comparison with a local party that neglects its members.
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TABLE 5.7. Differences between Old and New Labour Party Members in
Recruitment in 1997 (in percentages)

“Thinking about the circumstances when you actually joined the party, what trig-
gered your decision to join?”

Old Labour New Labour

Telephone or door-to-door canvasser 5 4
Party political broadcast 4 13
National party advertisement 7 25
Local newsletter 3 4
Trade union contacts 22 16
Family contacts 27 19
Social contacts 25 15
Work contacts 6 5



A good deal of recent evidence concerning the importance of face-to-
face contact can be found in research on political learning and political
communication. For example, in his two-step model of political commu-
nication Popkin (1994) argues that in political campaigns, “the campaign
and the media only send the initial messages; until these messages have
been checked with others and validated, their full effects are not felt”
(46). Popkin argues that most commonly this validation process takes
place in face-to-face communication between individuals and opinion
leaders, such that personal contact plays a key role in validating political
messages (47). Applying this idea to the recruitment of party members,
recruits who know other party members are in a position to validate any
television or newspaper advertisements that make claims about the party
and its members. Individuals who lack such contacts cannot do this, and
therefore they face great uncertainty in evaluating the costs and bene‹ts
of party activism, which in effect acts as an extra cost of participation.

Similar conclusions can be drawn from Huckfeldt and Sprague’s work
(1990, 1995) on politics and social communication. They make the point
that “the face-to-face encounters that occur through routine patterns of
social interaction have an especially high potential for political
in›uence” (1990: 29). Their work stresses the importance of networks of
communication between individuals as mechanisms for creating and rein-
forcing political support. Thus members recruited through social, work, or
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TABLE 5.8. Differences between Old and New Labour Party Members in
Contacts with the Party in 1997 (in percentages)

“Thinking back over the last year, how often have you had contact with people active in your
local branch or constituency Labour party?”

Old Labour New Labour

Not at all 10 21
Rarely 15 23
Occasionally 32 33
Frequently 43 22

“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the level of contact from your local Labour party?”

Very satisfied 27 21
Satisfied 46 45
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 20 25
Dissatisfied 5 7
Very dissatisfied 2 2



family networks will have more knowledge and less uncertainty about
political activism, and the affective relationships between actors in these
settings will also tend to promote party activism. In addition Huckfeldt
and Sprague point out that “social in›uence has the capacity to
strengthen political boundaries between groups by bringing group mem-
bers into line with the preferences that dominate within the group”
(1995: 78–79). This implies that there is a socialization effect of face-to-
face contact, which produces greater agreement on policy goals and
develops group solidarity within the organization. Thus members linked
to the social and political networks that make up the party organization
are likely to have a greater knowledge of, and possibly are in greater agree-
ment with, party policies as a whole. Again, this is likely to increase their
incentives for activism.

With regard to the affective dimension of the incentives for participa-
tion, Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock argue that “One way people can
compensate for a lack of information about politics is to base their policy
preferences on their likes and dislikes” (1991: 8). Again, face-to-face con-
tact with other party members provides the setting for this “likeability”
heuristic to operate (93–119). In fact it is dif‹cult to conceive of how
such a heuristic might motivate individuals to participate in the absence
of face-to-face contact with other members. Thus expressive motives for
participation will be reinforced by social links with other party members.

The literature on the formation of party identi‹cation, for example,
supports the idea that interaction with other people is an important fac-
tor in explaining party attachments. Moreover, this is likely to be true
whether the traditional mechanism of socialization in the family (Camp-
bell et al. 1960) creates partisanship or, alternatively, whether more dif-
fuse mechanisms of political and social communication are at work (Sni-
derman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991: 179–205; Huckfeldt and Sprague
1995: 81–99). 

It is clear that the change in recruitment strategy in 1994 affected not
only the recruitment processes but also the relationships among party
members after they joined the party. As a consequence one of the addi-
tional factors that explain the differences in participation between Old
and New Labour members is the level of contact with other party mem-
bers. Accordingly, these measures are added to the optimal models in
table 5.5.

A second factor that is relevant to differences in rates of activism
between the two types of member relates to changes in Labour party poli-
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cies and objectives that occurred during the reformist period of the 1990s.
As is well known this period produced signi‹cant policy and organiza-
tional changes, as well as a shift away from traditional concerns with
socialism and state intervention in the economy.

In an analysis of class differences in rates of activism within the Labour
party in the early 1980s, Whiteley (1983: 57–64) introduces a distinction
between “instrumental” and “expressive” motives for joining the Labour
party. The former motives were linked to policy goals, such that individ-
uals motivated to join by a desire to reduce unemployment or to increase
welfare spending, for example, were classi‹ed as instrumental in their
motives. In contrast, individuals who joined in order to “build socialism”
or to “create a fairer society,” that is, who had generalized ideals not
related to speci‹c policy goals, were classi‹ed as expressive in their
motives. 

Important differences existed between these two groups of members in
their rates of participation at that time, with the expressive members
being signi‹cantly more active than instrumental members. Survey evi-
dence suggested that working-class party members were more instrumen-
tal and that middle-class party members were more expressive in their
beliefs, and these differences explain the decline in working-class politi-
cal activism that was evident at that time (see also Forrester 1976). The
reason why expressive members were more active than instrumental
members was explained in the following way:

When [motives for joining] are instrumental and relate to the production
of public goods they need nurturing or reinforcing by the successful
implementation of those policies. Thus the individual who cited the
‹ght against unemployment as the main reason for joining the party is
much more vulnerable to defection than an individual who has diffused
and generalized aims, at a time when the Labour government presided
over increasing unemployment. (Whiteley 1983: 63)

Thus these differences were linked to the policy failures of Labour in
of‹ce. Of course the political context was rather different in 1997, after
the party had been out of of‹ce for some eighteen years. However, the
mechanism may still be relevant, such that members who originally
joined with an idealistic commitment to socialism may still be more
active than members who are more instrumental in their motives for join-
ing. If as a result of the modernization strategy few of the recent recruits
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are joining with expressive motives, this would make the new cohort of
members less active than older cohorts. Table 5.9 classi‹es the motives for
joining the party given by Old and New Labour members in the survey.

It is apparent in table 5.9 that Old Labour members are signi‹cantly
more likely to cite expressive motives as reasons for joining the party in
comparison with New Labour members; some 56 percent of the former
cited such motives compared with only 36 percent of the latter. In con-
trast, 47 percent of New Labour members cited instrumental motives for
joining in comparison with only 33 percent of Old Labour members. The
instrumental motives in the table varied widely, ranging from those of a
personal character, such as the desire to be better informed about politics,
to those of a more collective character, such as the desire to help get
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TABLE 5.9. Differences between Old and New Labour Party
Members in Reasons for Joining the Party in 1997 (in
percentages)

“People join the Labour party for a variety of different reasons. How about
you, what was your most important reason for joining the Labour party?”

Old New
Labour Labour

New Labour motives
Tony Blair’s leadership — 7
New Labour’s policies — 8

Instrumental motives
To help get Labour into power 8 13
To oppose the Conservatives 9 13
To be politically active in the party 2 1
To help my local Labour council 1 1
To have an influence on the party 1 1
To be better informed about politics 0 1
To show my support for Labour 12 17

Expressive motives
To make a commitment to socialism 17 6
To help create a more equal society 18 14
To help create a more just society 21 16

Neither instrumental nor expressive
The influence of my family and friends 3 1
The influence of my trade union 4 1
Other reason 4 1



Labour into power. Thus the de‹nition of instrumental is rather broad,
but it is nonetheless clear that an important distinction exists between
Old and New Labour members in their motives for joining the party. To
examine the in›uence of these motives on activism, we included a
dummy variable to capture this effect.9

Some motives cited in table 5.9 are much more likely to apply to the
New Labour rather than the Old Labour members, simply because of
chronology. For example, Old Labour members could not be motivated to
join by New Labour policies if they joined the party before the modern-
ization strategy began in the mid-1980s. But this raises the question of
whether contemporary attitudes to New Labour policies and to Blair
might in›uence rates of activism within the party. Once again, if there are
differences between Old and New Labour members in their attitudes
toward these issues, and if such attitudes in›uence activism, this could be
a source of differences in activism between the two groups.

Two alternative interpretations of the in›uence of attitudes toward the
leader and toward New Labour policies on activism are possible. The ‹rst
is that Blair and the policy and organizational changes to the party have
mobilized new types of individuals to be active. As was pointed out ear-
lier, the modernization strategy promoted the idea of grass roots partici-
pation, for example, in policy forums and elections for the leadership. As
a consequence, support for the modernization strategy and for the leader
who promoted it might be associated with higher rates of activism. 

The alternative view is that the modernization strategy has merely
introduced a type of plebiscitary democracy into the party at the expense
of a true participatory democracy. This means that, despite the formal
emphasis on participation in the modernization strategy, in practice the
role of party members in effective decision making is really very limited.
Essentially, their role is to legitimize elite decisions after they have been
made rather than to participate in agenda setting and policy-making. In
this view the opportunities for genuine participation have declined rather
than increased in the grass roots party organization. We investigate these
alternatives by examining members’ attitudes toward Blair as well as their
attitudes toward the reforms of the decision-making process in the party.
A third aspect is to investigate their attitudes toward the effects of these
changes on the traditional values and principles of the party.

Table 5.10 contains responses to questions in the survey about atti-
tudes to Blair. The evidence in the table suggests that the great majority
of members felt that the Labour leader sticks to his principles, keeps his
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promises, and listens to reason. However, there is a small minority, which
is notably larger for Old Labour members than for the New Labour mem-
bers, who disagree with these descriptions. Roughly twice as many Old
Labour members thought that Blair did not stick to his principles. Simi-
larly, more than one-quarter of the Old Labour members agreed or
strongly agreed that the Labour leader is too powerful, compared with
only 12 percent of New Labour members. Obviously, if such attitudes
in›uence participation, this might in part account for differences between
the two types of member.

Table 5.11 examines attitudes toward the reform of the party decision-
making process carried out in recent years. Traditionally, the annual party
conference was the ultimate source of sovereignty in the party, although
in practice it was often bypassed by the leadership (see Minkin 1978).
However, members who agree that the conference should be the ultimate
authority in the party are traditionalists, and Old Labour members are
signi‹cantly more likely to be in this group than New Labour members.
Another source of potential con›ict between modernizers and tradition-
alists concerns the selection of parliamentary candidates. Traditionally,
this selection was exclusively the prerogative of local parties, with only
occasional interventions by the National Executive Committee. This
implies that traditionalists are likely to disagree with the idea that the
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TABLE 5.10. Differences between Old and New Labour Members in Their
Attitudes toward Tony Blair in 1997 (in percentages)

Old New
Labour Labour

Tony Blair is someone who
Sticks to his principles 87 93
Does not stick to his principles 13 7
Keeps his promises 89 95
Breaks his promises 11 5
Listens to reason 89 96
Does not listen to reason 11 4

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree

Old New Old New Old New Old New Old New

The leader is 
too powerful 8 3 18 9 21 19 43 56 11 14



National Executive Committee should have the ‹nal say in candidate
selection. 

Once again, the Old Labour members differ from the New Labour
members, with a majority opposing the idea of centralizing the selection
process in comparison with only about 40 percent of New Labour mem-
bers. Finally, there are highly signi‹cant differences between the two
types of member in their attitudes toward the methods of policy-making
in the party. Some 53 percent of the New Labour members favor the
plebiscitary model in comparison with only 39 percent of Old Labour.

Table 5.12 contains indicators of attitudes toward the effects of the
modernization strategy on traditional party principles and values. Just
over 40 percent of Old Labour members think that the party places more
emphasis on its media image than it does on its principles, while the same
is true for only about one-quarter of New Labour members. Similarly, the
Old Labour members are more likely to believe that the party has aban-
doned socialist principles than are New Labour members, and ‹nally, they
are more likely to believe that the party has moved away from its tradi-
tional values and principles in comparison with their New Labour coun-
terparts.

A number of differences between Old and New Labour members
emerge from tables 5.8 through 5.12, but it is important to assess the
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TABLE 5.11. Differences between Old and New Labour Members in Their
Attitudes toward Reforms of the Party Decisionmaking in 1997 (in
percentages)

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree

Old New Old New Old New Old New Old New

Conference should be
the ultimate authority 16 9 28 23 21 25 29 36 7 8

The NEC should have
the final say in
candidate selection 5 6 28 30 15 23 35 32 16 9

Old Labour New Labour

Policy should be formed by the party leadership and
endorsed by the members in postal ballots 39 53

Policy should be formed at the annual conference
or at policy forums by the members 61 47



extent to which they distinguish between the two types of member in a
multivariate model in order to identify the importance of the different
factors. This assessment is done in table 5.13, which is a logistic regression
model estimating the effects of variables in the optimal model along with
the additional variables in predicting the distinction between Old and
New Labour members. In each case when multiple indicators are used, a
measurement scale is constructed by means of a factor analysis of the
underlying set of variables. This scale is then used to predict whether a
respondent is New Labour or Old Labour.

The “contact with the party” scale is derived from a factor analysis of
the measures in table 5.8, with a high score denoting frequent contact and
satisfaction with those contacts.10 The expressive motives scale is a
dummy variable scoring one for those respondents in table 5.9 who cited
expressive motives for joining the party in the ‹rst place. The “attitudes
toward the party leader” scale is derived from a factor analysis of the mea-
sures in table 5.10, with a high score denoting favorable attitudes toward
the Labour leader and disagreement with the proposition that the leader
is too powerful.11 The “attitudes toward party reforms” scale is derived
from a factor analysis of the indicators in table 5.11, with a high score
meaning that the respondent disapproves of the reforms, thinks that the
conference should be the ultimate authority, and disagrees with National
Executive Committee involvement in candidate selection.12 Finally, an
“attitudes toward party principles” scale is constructed from a factor
analysis of the three indicators in table 5.12, with a high score denoting
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TABLE 5.12. Differences between Old and New Labour Members in
Attitudes to Labour Party Principles in 1997 (in percentages)

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree

Old New Old New Old New Old New Old New

Party places more
emphasis on media
images than principles 13 5 30 21 20 23 31 42 7 10

Labour is no longer
socialist after dropping
public ownership 10 5 27 22 17 19 39 45 8 9

Party has not moved
from its traditional
values and principles 5 5 27 33 12 16 42 39 14 8



that the respondent thinks the party has not abandoned its principles or
departed from its traditional values.13

Table 5.13 incorporates the additional variables into the optimal
model of table 5.5 to predict the difference between Old and New Labour
members.14 It can be seen that in the optimal model there are statistically
signi‹cant differences between Old and New Labour members on all of
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TABLE 5.13. Logistic Regression Model of New Labour
Membership in 1997 and 1999

Predictors in Predictors in
Predictor Optimal Model Extended Model

Collective benefits –0.13*** –0.036
(9.2) (0.3)

Outcome incentives –0.12*** –0.10**
(8.6) (3.7)

Process incentives –0.16*** –0.08*
(13.8) (2.3)

Ideology 0.24*** 0.05
(25.9) (0.8)

Expected benefits 0.00 0.00
(0.0) (0.0)

Social norms 0.05 0.02
(1.2) (0.1)

Expressive incentives –0.63*** 0.60***
(85.9) (56.9)

Social class 0.13*** 0.10***
(20.4) (9.5)

Recruitment to the party –0.87*** –0.82***
(106.9) (75.4)

Contact with the party .— –0.36***
(51.5)

Socialist motives for joining .— –0.66***
(49.0)

Attitudes toward party leader .— 0.17***
(7.9)

Attitudes toward party reforms .— –0.14***
(7.0)

Attitudes toward party principles .— 0.20***
(12.7)

Percentage of cases
correctly classified 66.6 68.7

Improvement in loglikelihood 367.4*** 476.3***

Note: Dependent variable = 1 if respondent New Labour, 0 otherwise.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 



the variables, except expected bene‹ts and social norms. The estimates
can be examined in conjunction with those in table 5.5, and they show
that all of the variables in the optimal model, with the exception of
recruitment to the party, inhibit the participation of New Labour mem-
bers in comparison with Old Labour members. Thus New Labour mem-
bers have weaker outcome, process, and expressive incentives to partici-
pate than do their Old Labour counterparts. The effects of expressive
incentives are particularly marked, with New Labour members being
signi‹cantly less attached to the party and thus signi‹cantly less active as
a consequence. Furthermore, that they are slightly more working class
and less middle class than Old Labour members also serves to inhibit their
activism. Only the recruitment to the party variable serves to stimulate
their rates of activism in comparison with their Old Labour counterparts.

When the extra variables are added to the logistic regression model of
table 5.13, they all have statistically signi‹cant effects. Thus New Labour
members are less likely to have contact with other party members, less
likely to cite socialist motives for joining, and less critical of party reforms
than are Old Labour members. In addition they are more likely to think
favorably of the Labour party leader and are less likely to think that the
party has changed its principles.

Given that table 5.13 establishes that New Labour members differ
from Old Labour members with regard to a number of attitudes, it is nec-
essary to examine whether these attitudes inhibit or stimulate party
activism. This subject is investigated in table 5.14, which is an expanded
version of the optimal model of table 5.5 incorporating the extra variables
into the high-intensity participation model. It can be seen that the
expanded model has a considerably higher goodness of ‹t than the origi-
nal, and all of the extra variables are signi‹cant predictors of participa-
tion. To gauge the effects of recruiting the New Labour members on high-
intensity participation it is useful to examine table 5.14 in conjunction
with table 5.13.

It is clear from table 5.14 that respondents who are in regular contact
with other party members, who had socialist motives for joining, who are
skeptical about Blair, and who are opposed to the reforms participate
more than do respondents without these attitudes. Since New Labour
members tend not to share these attitudes in comparison with their Old
Labour counterparts, they participate less as a consequence. 

It is worth noting that the most powerful factor in›uencing high-
intensity participation in table 5.14 is the contact variable. Members who
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lack contact with the grass roots party and who are discontented about
this are much less likely to participate than are other types of members.
As table 5.8 shows contact is one of the key differences between the two
types of member, a difference that follows logically from the mobilization
strategy of recruitment. 

This suggests that, while the mobilization strategy was successful in
bringing new people into the party, it simultaneously inhibited the par-
ticipation of these new recruits. Because New Labour members were typ-
ically recruited by impersonal means and subsequently had limited con-
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TABLE 5.14. The Extended Optimal Model of
High-Intensity Participation in 1997 and 1999

Predictors in Extended
Predictor Optimal Model

Collective benefits 0.05***
(3.2)

Outcome incentives 0.22***
(18.4)

Process incentives 0.23***
(8.2)

Ideology 0.04***
(2.9)

Expected benefits 0.10***
(5.0)

Social norms –0.03***
(3.3)

Expressive incentives 0.12***
(13.4)

Social class –0.06***
(6.7)

Recruitment to the party –0.02**
(2.4)

Contact with the party 0.45***
(46.9)

Socialist motives for joining 0.05***
(6.6)

Attitudes toward party leader –0.26***
(8.7)

Attitudes toward party reforms 0.10***
(3.1)

Attitudes toward party principles 0.08*
(1.8)

R2 0.68

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



tact with the rest of the grass roots party, they did not get drawn into party
activity. Thus the change from the passive/responsive to the active/mobi-
lization mode of recruitment has come with a price, even though it was
successful in increasing the size of the membership. 

Discussion
j

The ‹ndings from the 1997–99 panel survey of Labour party members sug-
gest that the decline in rates of participation in the grass roots party has
continued, even though the party has moved from opposition to govern-
ment. In addition, the optimal model of activism, developed in chapter 4,
provides a reasonably good explanatory model of activism in the later
1997 survey, even though there are some differences between the earlier
and later versions of the model. 

The switch from the passive/responsive mode of recruitment to the
active/mobilization mode has certainly recruited many new members into
the party, which for the time has reversed the decline in membership dis-
cussed earlier. But the evidence shows that this change of strategy has
served to recruit a new type of relatively inactive member, which has
served to reduce the average rates of participation in the grass roots party.
While absolute levels of participation in the grass roots party may have
increased because of these new members, relative rates of participation or
the activism rates of the average member have continued to decline. 

Part of the reason why the New Labour members are less active than
their Old Labour counterparts is the lack of signi‹cant face-to-face con-
tact between these new recruits and the rest of the grass roots party. There
is a tendency for them to become “virtual” members who pay their dues
but have little or no contact with the party organization. Furthermore,
because this lack of contact inhibits socialization processes, these mem-
bers are unlikely to become active in the future.

A further point is that the lack of face-to-face contact between many
new recruits and the rest of the party also has a signi‹cant indirect effect
on high-intensity participation, which operates via the other predictors
in the optimal model. Such in›uences work through both cognitive and
affective mechanisms. With regard to cognitive processes, the accuracy of
the information the individual uses to decide whether to become politi-
cally active is greatly improved, and uncertainty is greatly reduced by
face-to-face contact with other members. Many New Labour members are
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simply not sure what high-intensity participation involves and whether
they would enjoy it. This “uncertainty premium” imposes extra costs in
any kind of decision making about whether to become active, which in
turn reduces rates of participation. A similar point can be made about the
individual’s perceptions of the expected bene‹ts of participation; this is
much easier to evaluate for someone with direct experience of working
with other people in a political environment than it is for an outsider who
lacks such experience.

In the optimal model, face-to-face contact itself operates as an impor-
tant stimulus to participation. In the case of selective process and selec-
tive ideological incentives, for example, interaction with other like-
minded people is itself an incentive for participation. In the case of
selective outcome incentives, the process works somewhat more indi-
rectly, but an ambitious individual can only build a political career by
impressing their peers and by winning election to positions both within
the party organization and outside it. Such incentives cannot operate if
individuals have little or no interaction with other party members. 

With regard to affective or expressive motives for participation, again
recruits lacking any face-to-face contact with other members will only
have abstract attachments to the party based largely on media images. In
contrast, party members in regular contact with other members have a
concrete experience of what the party stands for and what kind of people
support it. As a consequence, they are much better able to ground their
affective attachments to the party in personal experience. 

This latter point is reinforced by the fact that the print media in
Britain is relatively partisan and tends to distort the images of the party in
line with its own political agenda (Newton 1992; Crewe and Gosschalk
1995). Thus it is harder for individuals to assess the party if they have to
rely exclusively on media accounts of the organization as opposed to their
personal experience.

The important general implication of these ‹ndings for studies of polit-
ical participation in general is that rates of participation can be in›uenced
by impersonal media-based mobilization campaigns but that the in›uence
of these is ultimately rather limited. In the case of the Labour party, this
type of campaign boosted party membership and reversed a long-term
decline in the grass roots party that had been going on for decades. How-
ever, the campaign proved to be of limited value in recruiting high-inten-
sity participants, whose involvement is particularly important in main-
taining the party organization and in campaigning. 
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For potential activists the incentives that promote participation can
only work properly through face-to-face contact with other like-minded
individuals and through social networks. Since “virtual” members are not
drawn into these networks they are unlikely to subsequently become
active. Thus mobilization strategies of recruitment may work well for low-
intensity participants, but they do not work well for recruiting high-
intensity participants.

A second ‹nding of importance for future participation in the grass
roots party is that the moves to establish a plebiscitary type of participa-
tion are ultimately self-defeating if the aim is to sustain an active grass
roots party. Simply giving members the occasional vote, in which they are
invited to pass judgment on an issue that has already been effectively
decided, is not going to promote widespread grass roots involvement.
Insofar as the modernization strategy has promoted this kind of participa-
tion, it has not sustained high-intensity participation, since the members
who approve of such a model are likely to be less active than those who
disapprove.

The theoretical and empirical work up to this point has concentrated
on understanding and modeling high-intensity participation. But if the
basic story is one of decline, it is clearly important to understand why
some people leave a party as opposed to why they become less active over
time. The evidence suggests that the optimal model provides the best
explanation of declining participation, but it is not clear whether the
same model applies to individuals who go one step further and leave the
party altogether. It is possible that a model that explains high-intensity
participation does not explain exiting the party. In the next chapter we
change the focus to address the question of whether the factors that
explain why some people are less active also explain why others leave the
party.

New Labour: Reversing the Decline? 147


