
Chapter 6

Exitors and Loyalists:
Why Do Members Leave a Party?

j

our evidence up to this point suggests that the British party sys-
tem is in decline both in membership and in the rates of activism of its
remaining members. As the last chapter showed, the apparent exception
to this decline is the recent experience of the Labour party in expanding
its individual membership between 1994 and 1997. But earlier discussion
showed that the decline in high-intensity participation has not been
halted by this development because the great majority of the new recruits
are low-intensity participants.

In this chapter we examine whether the optimal model of high-inten-
sity participation can be reversed and applied to the task of understanding
why some people leave the party altogether. The aim is to model exiting,
with a view to examining which of the theoretical approaches to partici-
pation already discussed provides the best explanation for declining mem-
bership. To address this issue we use the same data utilized in the previous
chapter, the 1997–99 panel survey of Labour party members. This survey
contained a question that asked members to indicate whether they had
left the party during the two-year period between the two waves. Unfor-
tunately, there is no comparable data available for the Conservatives, so
the focus of this chapter is on exiting from the Labour party. 

It will be recalled from chapter 4 that the optimal model of high-inten-
sity participation was a hybrid model, combining elements from rational
choice theory, social psychology, and the civic voluntarism model. How-
ever, it was also apparent that the general incentives model dominated as
an explanation of participation, even if it did not entirely encompass its
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rivals. In this chapter we adopt the same modeling strategy by examining
a very general encompassing speci‹cation that combines all the different
models of participation. However, we also take into account additional
factors that might be expected to in›uence an individual’s decision to
quit the party. The general-to-speci‹c modeling strategy makes it possible
to derive an optimal model of exiting, which can then be compared with
the optimal model of activism. If the optimal model developed in chapter
4 is robust, then it should apply equally well to the task of explaining exit-
ing as it does to explaining activism.

In one sense decisions about leaving a party are fundamentally ques-
tions about whether to participate in politics, and in that sense they are
similar to decisions about being politically active. However, there are
important differences between these two types of decisions as well. Indi-
viduals may have joined a party in the ‹rst place without any ideas of
becoming politically active. If, for example, their main motivation was to
register strong partisanship by donating money to the party on a regular
basis, but they lacked the time to get involved in meetings and cam-
paigning, clearly their involvement is unlikely to be in›uenced by selec-
tive incentives such as meeting like-minded individuals or developing a
political career. For them there would be little or no relationship between
a decision to leave a party and selective incentives, because such incen-
tives did not ‹gure in their motivations in the ‹rst place. 

Another individual may have joined the party with the explicit inten-
tion of becoming active, developing friendships with other members, and
possibly building a political career. For them selective incentives would
provide an important motivating factor for involvement, and conse-
quently such incentives could well ‹gure in any decision to subsequently
leave the party. For such a person, declining selective incentives would be
a key factor in his or her decision to leave the party.

These sorts of considerations mean that it would be useful to reexam-
ine the global model introduced in chapter 4 and to evaluate the extent
to which it provides a theoretical explanation of exiting as distinct from
an explanation of declining activism.

Explaining Exiting
j

The pioneering theoretical work on decision making by individuals to
end their participation in organizations they perceive to be failing was
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done by Hirschman. His classic book, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses
to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States (1970), examines the strate-
gic alternatives open to consumers faced with a decline in the quality of
the goods and services produced by private ‹rms and organizations. In his
book he also applies the theory to the task of understanding party compe-
tition (62–75). His basic thesis is that individuals can pursue three alter-
native strategies in response to a decline in the quality of products or ser-
vices of an organization. In this situation, they can voice (protest), they
can exit (stop buying), or they can remain loyal (put up with it). He
writes:

For competition [exit] to work as a mechanism of recuperation from per-
formances lapses, it is generally best for a ‹rm to have a mixture of alert
and inert customers. The alert customers provide the ‹rm with a feedback
mechanism which starts the effort at recuperation, while the inert cus-
tomers provide it with the time and dollar cushion needed for this effort
to come to fruition. (24)

He was aware that quality, unlike price, means different things to dif-
ferent people, such that a decline in quality for one consumer may be an
increase in quality for another (62). Faced with this possibility, he sug-
gests, an organization will try to balance exit against voice; that is, it will
avoid the pro‹t-maximizing low-quality solution that might provoke mas-
sive exit while at the same time avoiding an equally costly solution that
responds only to voice. This means that a ‹rm will reduce quality to
increase pro‹ts, but at the same time it will avoid reducing it to the point
at which discontent among customers will provoke exit rather than voice. 

Hirschman applied these ideas to the topic of electoral strategy in a
two-party system. In his view this balancing of exit and voice explains
why parties do not always adopt the policies preferred by the median voter
in such a system. It may be recalled that the median voter theorem of
Black (1958) and Downs (1957) predicts such policy convergence in a
system in which voting preferences are aligned along a single left-right
continuum and are single peaked.1 In Hirschman’s view this convergence
does not occur because of voice. Thus supporters at the fringes of the left-
right spectrum who oppose a move by their preferred party to the center
ground of politics exercise voice, and this serves to inhibit the parties
from moving too close to each other.

Hirschman’s ideas can be applied to the task of explaining why some
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people exit from party politics, but the relevance of his model depends on
the underlying theoretical model of participation being applied. Essen-
tially, the ideas are relevant to theories based on incentives to participate,
but they are much less relevant to other types of theory. Thus in the case
of the civic voluntarism model, which as we pointed out earlier has little
to say about incentives, these ideas do not really ‹t at all. By contrast,
they are very relevant to both social psychological and rational choice
models and hence by extension to the general incentives model of partic-
ipation.

In incentive models of participation the relevance of Hirschman’s
ideas depends on the meaning of a decline in quality as it is applied to the
task of understanding political participation. In this case it is the quality
of the incentives to participate that counts. Thus individuals faced with
declining collective or selective incentives to participate can either voice
or exit. In the general incentives model, loyalty, in Hirschman’s termi-
nology, refers to the individual’s strength of partisanship or his or her
expressive incentives to participate. Such loyalty provides the ballast to
the system and prevents changes in other types of incentives from having
such a drastic and immediate impact on participation that the organiza-
tion cannot recover from decline. 

In the general incentives model weakening partisan attachments will
in›uence the balance between the alternative strategies of voice and exit
in the face of declining selective and collective incentives. It seems plau-
sible that if expressive incentives are weak then party members are going
to react to a decline in selective and collective incentives by exiting
rather than by exercising voice. In an extreme case a party could lose most
of its members if something occurs that seriously erodes members’ incen-
tives to participate in a situation where their attachments are quite weak. 

For example, consider the effects of a massive electoral defeat on the
incentives to participate. Such an event will create a rapid decline in
selective outcome incentives, or in the probability that members can
build a career in politics, because a party is unlikely to quickly recover
from such a defeat. A party member who is primarily motivated by out-
come incentives has the option of reacting to such a defeat by exercising
voice and calling for a change of leadership and policies. But both options
can take years to achieve, and even then electoral recovery is not guaran-
teed. This of course was the situation facing the Labour party in 1983 and
more recently the Conservatives in 1997. 

Party members interested in becoming elected representatives, partic-
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ularly MPs, would recognize that recovery from a massive electoral defeat
is a long and arduous process. If their partisan attachments were weak,
they would be much more likely to exit than to exercise voice. In this sit-
uation changing incentives clearly point in the direction of abandoning
political ambitions and dropping out of politics altogether rather than
voicing concerns that might not have an effect for years into the future. 

A similar point can be made about selective process incentives. If the
social networks linked to local party activities atrophy and weaken, an
activist who is primarily motivated by these incentives either has to
undertake the herculean task of rebuilding the local party organization to
restore such incentives or alternatively has to drop out altogether. Again,
exit is a more attractive strategy than voice. 

The same scenario is repeated in the case of ideological incentives,
where the motivation for involvement centers around sharing political
ideas with like-minded individuals. We observed a relationship between
ideology and activism for Labour party members in chapter 4, with left-
wingers being more active than right-wingers. Clearly, the shift to the
right associated with New Labour may have encouraged some left-wingers
to leave the party altogether by the late 1990s, even though the left
tended to be more active than the right in the early 1990s.

In the case of collective incentives, as is well known, there is a differ-
ence between the policy goals of party members and those of the elec-
torate as a whole.2 Thus party members who are principally motivated by
the idea of promoting equality and redistribution in the case of left par-
ties, or tax cuts in the case of right parties, may create barriers to electoral
success by pursuing these agendas. These members will resist a movement
away from traditional policy goals in the search for electoral support.
Again, if their party attachments are weak, they are likely to exit rather
than to voice themselves if they are faced with large changes in policy
goals.

Overall then, declining selective or collective incentives are likely to
produce exit rather than voice, taking into account the in›uence of
expressive incentives, if only because of the enormous dif‹culty of restor-
ing such incentives when they have been lost. As a result these variables
should be signi‹cant predictors of exiting from the party in the 1997–99
panel survey.

It is also important to consider other hypotheses that might explain
exiting behavior but that do not follow directly from Hirschman’s work.
The global model examined in earlier chapters provides a framework for
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developing these hypotheses. Once again, we can use the global model to
determine if one or more of the rival models of participation encompass
each other as explanations of exiting from a party, within the framework
of testing for Granger causality.3

The global model of exiting behavior in a dynamic context can be
speci‹ed as follows: 

EXi2 = a11 + b11Ai1 + b12pi1 + b13Bj1 – b14Ci1 + b15Oi1 + b16Pi1 + b17IDi1

+ b18Gi1 + b19Ei1 + b110EBi1 + b111Ni1 + g11Ri1 + g12EDi1

+ g13SCi1 + g14INCi1 + g15FTi1 + ui1

where 
EXi2 measures if party member i had left the party at time 2.
Ai1 is individual i’s level of high-intensity participation in the party at

time 1.
pi1 is individual i’s sense of personal efficacy at time 1.
Bj1 are the collective benefits resulting from the expected implemen-

tation of the party’s program at time 1.
Ci1 are the perceived costs of participation at time 1.
Oi1 are selective outcome incentives from participation at time 1.
Pi1 are selective process incentives from participation at time 1.
IDi1 are selective ideological incentives from participation at time 1.
Gi1 is individual i’s perceptions of group efficacy at time 1.
Ei1 is individual i’s expressive attachments to their party at time 1.
EBi1 is individuals i’s perceptions of the expected benefits from partic-

ipation at time 1.
Ni1 is individual i’s perceptions of social norms promoting participa-

tion at time 1.
Ri1 measures if individual i was asked to join the party by friends, 

family, or work colleagues.
EDi1 is individual i’s educational attainment.
SCi1 is individuals i’s occupational status.
INCi1 is individual i’s income.
FTi1 measures if individual i works full-time.

Once again, it is important to recall that the estimates from this
speci‹cation of the model are a combination of contemporaneous and
longitudinal effects, and we will examine the purely contemporaneous
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effects subsequently. In chapter 4 high-intensity participation at time one
was included in the global model as a control variable, and it performs a
similar function in this version of the model. However, in this context
there are two rival theoretical explanations of the effects when applied to
the task of explaining exiting. On the one hand it can be argued that
active members are less likely to exit than inactive members, since so
much of their time and energy is devoted to party matters. Since they
have a stronger stake in the party organization than do the inactive mem-
bers, we might expect to see a negative effect for the coef‹cient of
activism (b11) in the equation just listed. 

An alternative interpretation of the effects of activism implies a posi-
tive relationship between high-intensity participation and exiting. This
comes from the fact that active members are more vulnerable to burnout
than are the inactive members. That is, devoting a lot of time and energy
to party matters can eventually exhaust active members and make it more
likely that they subsequently abandon party politics altogether. Obviously
inactive members are much less vulnerable to this problem. 

Turning next to personal ef‹cacy, the most likely effect is that indi-
viduals with a strong sense of personal ef‹cacy are less likely to leave the
party than are individuals with a weak sense of ef‹cacy. Again, this would
produce a negative relationship between personal ef‹cacy and exiting.
On the other hand, it may be recalled that personal ef‹cacy was not a
signi‹cant predictor of high-intensity participation in the optimal model
in chapter 4, so another possibility is that ef‹cacy has little effect on exit-
ing behavior once all the other factors have been taken into account. In
any event it is important to examine this issue.

In addition to activism and personal ef‹cacy, selective and collective
incentives for participation are important predictors in the global model.
With regard to the three indicators of selective incentives it seems likely
that individuals who are strongly motivated by political ambitions, that
is, who score high on the outcome incentives scale, would be less likely to
leave the Labour party after the overwhelming victory of 1997. The oppo-
site is likely to be true for the Conservatives, although we are unable to
test this prediction in the absence of survey evidence for them over the
same time period. Process incentives should sustain membership over
time and offset exiting behavior, both with respect to the desire to meet
like-minded people and also with respect to ideology. 

The earlier discussion suggested that the effects of selective incentives
are contingent on loyalty or expressive attachments. The important point
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here is that a control for prior participation is needed in the model to take
account of the fact that selective incentives may not matter for members
who joined without aiming to be active in the ‹rst place. If there are
many of these members, a model that did not control for prior activism
could fail to identify relationships because the links between selective
incentives and exiting would be masked by prior participation. Fortu-
nately, there is such a control in the speci‹cation of the global model.

A similar point can be made about collective incentives, which proved
to be signi‹cant in the optimal model of activism in chapter 4. Since col-
lective bene‹ts refer to the congruence of the individual’s policy prefer-
ences with those of his or her party, we might expect that such congru-
ence promotes loyalty and prevents exiting. This would certainly be
consistent with standard rational choice accounts of participation, which
explain voting in terms of policy congruence. 

On the other hand, to repeat an earlier point, collective bene‹ts are
subject to the free-rider problem. If the free-rider effect is important, it
would eliminate a relationship between the individual’s decision either to
join or to leave a party and collective bene‹ts. No matter how much pol-
icy congruence there is, if the individual decides to free ride, then policy
concerns should be unrelated to participation. We observed a relation-
ship between collective bene‹ts and high-intensity participation in chap-
ter 4, suggesting that free-rider effects are not so strong as to mask the
effect. However, it is important to test the hypothesis that collective
bene‹ts have an independent in›uence on exiting, once other factors
have been taken into account.

Free riding should not affect the relationship between exiting and
social psychological variables such as perceptions of expected bene‹ts,
perceptions of group in›uence, or social norms. This is because free riding
is not an issue that arises in social psychological models of participation.
Since the earlier estimates show that these variables in›uence high-
intensity participation, they should also be related to exiting. If members
are encouraged to participate by the feeling that various forms of cam-
paigning help the party, by the fact that the party is an effective organiza-
tion, and by the perception that signi‹cant others look favorably on their
participation in politics, then all of these factors should sustain individu-
als in their membership and should prevent them from leaving the party.

As well as effects associated with the general incentives and social psy-
chological models of participation, it is possible that some of the variables
in the civic voluntarism model also in›uence exiting, even if the mecha-
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nism for doing so is not the product of incentives to participate. Clearly,
individual resources might well in›uence exiting, viewed from the supply
side of the equation. If the individual works full-time, for example, the
civic voluntarism model suggests that they will have less time to partici-
pate as a consequence. Actually, the idea was not supported by the evi-
dence in the case of high-intensity participation, but it could nonetheless
in›uence decisions to leave the party. In this case full-timers might decide
to leave because of the pressures of work, which is similar to the activist
burnout mentioned earlier. A similar point can be made about individu-
als with high socioeconomic status, high income, or advanced levels of
education. The civic voluntarism model suggests that such people are
more likely to participate than low-status individuals, again because of
their resources. If so, this should make them less likely to leave the party. 

The one remaining variable in the civic voluntarism model is mobi-
lization, which in the activism model was operationalized by a measure of
how party members were recruited. It will be recalled that if individuals
were recruited by members of their immediate family, friends, or work col-
leagues the theory suggested that they should be more active as a conse-
quence. There was some weak evidence to support this idea in the esti-
mates of the optimal model of high-intensity participation, but it was not
consistent across the samples of Labour and Conservative party members.
Clearly, it is worthwhile to test whether the recruitment hypothesis
applies to the case of exiting; if so, individuals who were recruited in this
way should be less likely to leave the party.

There is a class of factors that have not been examined in the global
model up to this point, and these relate to the effects of the party’s mov-
ing from opposition to government. This transition could not be exam-
ined in chapter 4 using the 1990–94 Labour and Conservative panel sur-
veys because there was no change in party incumbency during that
period. However, the 1997–99 Labour panel survey does make it possible
to test for these effects. Members surveyed in the ‹rst wave of the panel
immediately after the general election of 1997 had not seen a Labour gov-
ernment for some eighteen years previously. By the time of the second
wave of the survey in 1999, they had experienced almost two years of a
Labour government. This makes it possible to assess the effects of a
change from opposition to government on the participation of Labour
party members. 

This question is important because, arguably, incumbency could make
some party members more enthusiastic supporters while at the same time
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disillusioning others. Since our concern is with exiting we focus on the
latter. The working hypothesis is that party members who are dissatis‹ed
with the performance of the Labour government or of the Labour leader-
ship are more likely to leave the party than are members who are satis‹ed
with that performance. This could well play an important role in explain-
ing exiting behavior and is based on retrospective evaluations of party
performance. Retrospective evaluations are well-known factors in
in›uencing support for a government among the wider electorate (Fiorina
1981; Clarke and Stewart 1995, Clarke, Stewart, and Whiteley 1997),
although they have not been used to explain wider forms of participation
other than voting. It seems likely that they could in›uence the decisions
of some party members to leave the party.

In the light of this discussion we specify the adapted global model of
exiting as follows:

EXi2 = a11 + b11Ai1 + b12pi1 + b13Bj1 – b14Ci1 + b15Oi1 + b16Pi1 + b17IDi1

+ b18Ei1 + b19Gi1 + b110EBi1 + b111Ni1 + b112PERFi2

+ b113LEADi2 + g11Ri1 + g12EDi1 + g13SCi1 + g14INCi1 + g15FTi1 + ui1

where all the variables are de‹ned in the same way as earlier and in addition:

PERFi2 is an index of individual i’s satisfaction with the performance of
the Labour government at time 2.

LEADi2 is an index of individual i’s satisfaction with the performance
of the Labour leadership at time 2.

In the next section we review the measures used to operationalize this
model in the 1997–99 New Labour panel survey.

Measures in the 1997–99 New Labour Panel Survey
j

The adapted global model of exiting involves replicating a number of the
variables used in the 1990–92 Labour panel survey discussed in chapter 4,
and in this section we examine the distribution of responses to the vari-
ous measures required to do this.

The dependent variable in the exitors model appears in table 6.1, and
it can be seen that during the period 1997–99 some 15 percent of party
members indicated that they had left the party. Given that the member-
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ship in 1997 was around four hundred thousand people this implies an
overall loss of about sixty thousand members during this period. Thus the
number of exitors is not trivial, and given the fact that the recruitment of
new members was much less of a priority for the party after the general
election, the party began to decline in size again after 1997.4

Table 6.2 contains indicators of the resources and mobilization aspects
of the civic voluntarism model. Obviously some of these variables repli-
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TABLE 6.1. Exiting the Labour Party between 1997 and
1999 (in percentages)

“Do you consider yourself to still be a member of the Labour party?”

Yes 85
No 15

N = 1,325.

TABLE 6.2. Indicators of Resources
and Mobilization in the Civic
Voluntarism Model among Labour
Members in 1997 (in percentages)

Full-time occupation
Yes 45
No 55

Graduate status
Yes 30
No 70

Occupational status
Salariat 63
Routine Nonmanual 11
Petty bourgeois 2
Foreman & technician 8
Working class 16

Household income
Under £5,000 8
£5000 to £10,000 19
£10,000 to £20,000 26
£20,000 to £30,000 20
£30,000 to £40,000 10
£40,000 to £50,000 7
£50,000 to £60,000 5
More than £60,000 5

Recruited by family, friends, or workmates
Yes 38
No 62



cate the measures discussed in chapter 3, and modest changes occurred in
the seven-year period between the two surveys. Thus compared with the
1989–90 survey slightly fewer Labour party members were in full-time
employment and a fraction more were graduates in 1997. Between the
two time points there was quite a signi‹cant change in occupational sta-
tus, with 63 percent of the 1997 cohort categorized as members of the
salariat compared with only 49 percent in 1989–90. As a result the later
cohort has higher household incomes than does the earlier one.

Table 6.3 contains indicators of the variables that are used in the gen-
eral incentives model of participation. Again, the distribution of attitudes
are rather similar to those in chapter 3 for the 1989–90 survey. Thus most
party members have a sense of personal ef‹cacy while at the same time
being conscious of the costs of participation. Many of them show signs of
having political ambitions to serve either on the local council or in Par-
liament, and a large majority agree that participation is a good way to
meet interesting people. As in the earlier survey, the distribution of opin-
ions along the left-right ideological scale is skewed to the left, more so for
Britain as a whole than for the Labour party. Also most members have
attitudes that are congruent with party policies on the health service, pri-
vate medicine, workers rights, and the alleviation of poverty. Finally,
there is evidence of a slight weakening of partisan attachments in the
later survey, with 53 percent of the sample being strong partisans com-
pared with 55 percent in 1990.

Table 6.4 contains the indicators associated with the social psycholog-
ical model of participation, which stresses perceptions of bene‹ts to the
party as a whole of different types of campaigning as well as social norms
that can in›uence participation. Generally, party members think that
various types of campaigning are fairly effective while at the same time
they are conscious that the image of party members is not all that favor-
able and that members are often taken for granted.

Table 6.5 contains the additional indicators of performance that
appear in the general model of exiting related to the performance of the
government on the one hand and the performance of the leadership on
the other. It is particularly interesting to note the gap between the evalu-
ations of the party leadership and that of the government as a whole in
these measures, which are taken from the second wave of the panel. Large
majorities of the members were satis‹ed with the performances of Blair as
leader, John Prescott as deputy leader, and Gordon Brown as chancellor.
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TABLE 6.3. Indicators of the General Incentives Model among Labour
Members in 1999 (in percentages)

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree

Personal efficacy
People like me can have

a real influence 
on politics 12 60 14 13 1

When party members
work together they can
really change Britain 34 56 7 2 1

Perception of costs
Attending a party meeting

can be pretty tiring
after a day’s work 11 61 16 11 1

Working for the party
can be pretty boring
at times 11 54 24 10 1

Outcome incentives
A person like me could do

a good job as a Labour
councillor 13 37 20 24 6

The party would be more
successful with people
like me in Parliament 6 20 38 30 6

Process incentives
Being active is a good way

to meet interesting
people 9 57 26 7 1

The only way to be 
educated about politics
is to be a party activist 7 33 13 40 7

Group efficacy
The leadership does not

pay much attention to
ordinary members 6 30 23 37 3

Parties are only interested
in peoples’ votes, not in
their opinions 7 36 16 38 4

Ideological incentives 1 and 2 3 and 4 5 and 6 7 and 8 9
Left-right scale for party 15 41 32 9 3
Left-right scale for Britain 32 40 20 6 2

(continued)



The rating of Brown, who was often described as the “iron chancellor” in
the media because of his ‹scal conservatism, is particularly striking.

On the other hand respondent evaluations of the government’s over-
all performance and also its performance in tackling what they believed to
be the most important problem facing the country were not so impressive.
Nearly one-third of party members disapproved of the government’s
record to date, and three-quarters of them rated its performance on the
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TABLE 6.3.—Continued

Definitely Probably Doesn’t Probably Definitely
Collective benefits Should Should Matter Should Not Should Not

Spend more money to
get rid of poverty 61 33 2 3 1

Put more money into the
National Health Service 76 23 1 1 0

Give workers more say in
the workplace 48 43 6 2 1

Encourage the growth of
private medicine 2 5 7 29 57

Very Fairly Not Very Not at All
Expressive incentives Strong Strong Strong Strong
Strength of partisanship 53 41 5 1

TABLE 6.4. Indicators of the Social Psychological Model among Labour
Members in 1999 (in percentages)

Very Not Very Not at All
Expected Benefits Effective Effective Effective Effective

Displaying an election poster 22 54 21 2
Donating money to party election funds 40 53 5 2
Delivering party leaflets 28 55 15 2
Attending a party rally 8 35 48 9
Canvassing voters door to door 34 48 16 2

Strongly Strongly
Social norms Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree

Many people think party 
activists are extremists 12 54 15 17 2

The amount of work done by 
party members is often
unrecognized 19 58 14 9 1



most important problem as poor or fair. Clearly there was a difference
between members’ evaluations of the leadership and their evaluations of
the government’s policy performance. Obviously the working hypothesis
is that members who are dissatis‹ed with the government’s record and/or
with the performance of the Labour leadership will be more likely to leave
the party than will those who are satis‹ed. We examine estimates of the
exitors model next. 

Results
j

The estimates of the global model of exiting appear in table 6.6, which
includes both the full version and the most parsimonious version of the
model. Since the dependent variable is a dichotomous dummy variable
the model is estimated by means of logistic regression,5 with the test sta-
tistics in the table being Wald statistics. Model A in this table estimates
the global model without the performance variables, and Model B
includes the latter in the estimation.
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TABLE 6.5. Retrospective Evaluations of the Labour Government’s
Performance among Labour Members in 1999 (in percentages)

Evaluation of government’s performance Approve Disapprove Don’t Know

Do you approve or disapprove of the
government’s record to date? 62 29 9

Excellent Good Fair Poor Don’t Know

How would you rate the government’s
performance on the most urgent
problem facing the country? 5 21 39 33 1

Evaluation of the leadership’s performance Satisfied Dissatisfied Don’t Know

Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with
Mr. Blair as prime minister? 71 23 7

Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with
the way Gordon Brown is doing his
job of chancellor? 83 10 7

Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with
the way John Prescott is doing his
job as deputy prime minister? 76 14 10



TABLE 6.6. Estimates of the Global Model of ‘Exiting’ (logistic regression
model)

Indicator A B C D

Activism –0.41*** –0.44*** –0.43*** .—
(5.5) (5.6) (10.2)

Personal influence –0.11 –0.09 .— .—
(0.5) (0.4)

Collective benefits –0.02 –0.14 .— .—
(0.0) (0.8)

Perception of costs 0.06 0.08 .— .—
(0.2) (0.3)

Outcome incentives –0.20 –0.22
(1.5) (1.7)

Process incentives –0.20 –0.23 –0.20** –0.51***
(1.7) (2.1) (3.0) (24.7)

Ideological incentives –0.37** –0.25 .— .—
(5.3) (2.2)

Expected benefits –0.06 –0.08 .— .—
(0.2) (0.2)

Social norms –0.07 –0.09 .— .—
(0.2) (0.3)

Expressive attachments –0.68*** –0.60*** –0.66*** –1.22***
(9.9) (7.1) (17.0) (95.7)

Group efficacy –0.29** –0.13 .— .—
(3.7) (0.6)

Full-time employment –0.27 –0.26 .— .—
(0.8) (0.8)

Household income –0.06 –0.07 .— .—
(0.5) (0.5)

Social class 0.15* 0.15 0.12** 0.11*
(2.5) (2.2) (3.2) (2.9)

Graduate status 0.14 0.16 .—
(0.2) (0.2)

Performance of the party .— –0.74*** –0.93*** –0.64***
(17.3) (49.6) (30.9)

Performance of the leadership .—.. –0.13 .— .—
(0.8)

Percentage of cases 
correctly classified 86.5 86.6 85.5 89.3

Improvement in log 51.9*** 79.0*** 128.4*** 255.2***
likelihood statistic (16 df) (18 df) (6 df) (5 df)

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



Model A indicates that a modi‹ed version of the general incentives
model provides the best explanation of exiting behavior. The modi‹-
cation involves incorporating a resource variable, namely social class,
from the civic voluntarism model. Apart from social class all of the statis-
tically signi‹cant variables in the global model come from the general
incentives model. Thus it is apparent that this model encompasses the
rational choice and social psychological models of participation when it is
applied to the task of explaining exiting. The picture is rather similar
though not identical to that of chapter 4, where the general incentives
model dominated its rivals even though it did not formally encompass
them.

To examine each variable in model A in turn, lagged high-intensity
participation clearly in›uences exiting behavior, with high levels of
activism inhibiting exiting. Clearly, of the two different interpretations
discussed earlier, high-intensity participation inhibits subsequent exiting
rather than promotes it. Thus there is no evidence of burnout, and it is
the inactive members who are more likely to leave the party rather than
the activists. 

In the cases of personal in›uence, collective bene‹ts, and perceptions
of costs the relationships are not statistically signi‹cant, although in each
case the signs are consistent with expectations. Thus the earlier point
that the general incentives model provides the best account of exiting
should be modi‹ed to recognize that a number of important variables in
that model do not appear to in›uence exiting. On the other hand it is
apparent that selective incentives are very important factors in in›uenc-
ing exiting. The most important effect is associated with ideology, with
left-wingers being more likely to exit the party than right-wingers. The
coef‹cients in the case of outcome and process incentives, while not
being signi‹cant at the usual levels, are close to being so,6 and the nega-
tive signs are consistent with expectations. They imply that members
with strong outcome or process incentives are less likely to leave the party
than are members with weak incentives of this type. 

The other key variable in the general incentives model is expressive
attachments to the party, which as we pointed out earlier is consistent
with the loyalty variable in Hirschman’s account of actor responses to
declining performance. The highly signi‹cant effect associated with
expressive incentives shows that strongly attached members are much less
likely to leave the party than are weakly attached members. This high-
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lights the importance of loyalty in preserving the membership of the party
over time. If this effect were not so strong then changes in performance
incentives, which can quickly react to government decision making and
to events, would make party membership much more volatile over time.
Expressive incentives clearly provide a ballast to the system that prevents
this from occurring.

The effect of social class on exiting is not strong, but it does suggest
that members in working-class occupations were more likely to leave the
party compared with their middle-class counterparts. The thesis on the
decline of working-class politics has been a theme associated with Labour
party politics for many years (see Hindess 1971), and these estimates
con‹rm its importance. The effect is consistent with a supply-side
resources interpretation of participation, such that individuals having
high levels of resources, that is, occupational status, are more likely to
remain party members than are individuals who lack such resources. This
is the mirror image of the argument from the civic voluntarism model that
high-resource individuals are more likely to participate in politics than
are low-resource individuals.

Turning ‹nally to the performance variables that have been added to
the equation in model B, it is readily apparent that the performance of
the party in general had an enormous in›uence on exiting behavior. Indi-
viduals who were dissatis‹ed with the performance of the government in
general or with a particular aspect of policy were much more likely to exit
the party than were individuals who were satis‹ed with this performance.
Interestingly, this effect did not extend to satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with the party leadership. Members who were dissatis‹ed with the three
party leaders were no more likely to leave the party than were those who
were satis‹ed. Thus the focus of concern for party members is the perfor-
mance of the government in policy terms, not that of the leadership. 

This distinction may be partly the result of the much higher levels of
discontent with policy performance than with the leadership, which we
observed in table 6.5. But in any event it reinforces the earlier point about
the importance of loyalty in sustaining membership through periods of
adversity. If loyalty were not such an important factor in preventing exit-
ing, it seems likely that many more party members would have left the
party during this period in view of the relatively high levels of discontent
with policy performance. Another effect of including the performance
measures in the model is that it has made the group ef‹cacy variable non-
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signi‹cant. This is a plausible outcome, however, for it implies that actual
government performance is a better measure than perceptions of group
ef‹cacy when it comes to in›uencing members’ calculations about
whether to leave the party. 

Model C in table 6.5 is the most parsimonious version of the exiting
model, with all nonsigni‹cant variables omitted. Clearly, once prior par-
ticipation has been controlled exiting is the product of perceived policy
failure, weakening selective incentives, and declining rates of loyalty.
There is also a residual class effect at work as well, which has had the
effect of making the party more middle class over time. 

Finally, model D in the table estimates contemporaneous effects using
the optimal speci‹cation identi‹ed in model C. It will be recalled that
model C combines contemporaneous and longitudinal effects that might
give a misleading picture, but the estimates in model D avoid this problem.
It can be seen that model D is essentially the same as model C, except the
effects are stronger for process incentives and expressive attachments. The
size of the effect for social class is roughly the same as model C, and the
effect of performance is rather weaker but still highly signi‹cant. 

Discussion
j

Exiting behavior is not simply the mirror image of high-intensity partici-
pation, and yet the estimates from the global model show that these two
phenomena can be understood with rather similar models. The optimal
model of high-intensity participation identi‹ed in chapter 4 showed that
the variables associated with the general incentives model dominated in
explaining high-cost political participation. It is readily apparent that
these factors also play an important role in explaining why some people
give up party politics altogether and drop out. A general weakening of the
incentives to participate has the effect of making some members less
active and encouraging others to leave the party altogether.

It is also important to recognize that resources variables of the type
that play a prominent role in the civic voluntarism model are also impor-
tant in explaining exiting as well. But the results indicate that, if we mod-
ify the general incentives model to incorporate an indicator of resources,
the resulting model encompasses its rivals in providing an account of exit-
ing behavior. In this respect the ‹ndings from this chapter are similar to
those of chapter 4.
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One very important difference between the high-intensity participa-
tion and exiting models relates to the role of governmental performance.
The strength of the effects associated with exiting suggests that perfor-
mance is another key dimension to be considered in models of participa-
tion. The distinction between collective bene‹ts and governmental per-
formance can be interpreted as a distinction between prospective and
retrospective evaluations, and clearly the latter are much more important
than the former when it comes to explaining exiting. 

As the review of the participation literature in chapter 2 makes clear,
retrospective measures of macrolevel performance do not ‹gure as causal
mechanisms in models of participation, although such measures are
important in the literature on electoral behavior. However, even in that
literature they are used to explain party choice rather than voting turnout
or participation. The ‹ndings from this chapter suggest that governmen-
tal and system performance may be an important missing dimension to
the literature on participation.

The link between governmental performance and participation in this
chapter is fairly direct, whereas in the wider literature on citizen partici-
pation, such as the analysis of electoral turnout, the links are much less
clear-cut. In our case party members who are discontented with their own
leadership and government have a clear incentive to leave the party,
whereas it is not clear that discontent among citizens with the govern-
ment of the day will provoke electoral abstention as opposed to a vote for
another party. Thus the extent to which performance in›uences wider
citizen participation is a topic for more intensive theoretical and empiri-
cal work. But this is clearly a relatively neglected issue in theoretical mod-
els of citizen participation.

As we pointed out in chapter 1, high-intensity participation takes
place within an institutional context. The ‹ndings up to this point show
that low-intensity participation, high-intensity participation, and exiting
can all be explained by a rather similar model. This raises the intriguing
possibility that the modi‹ed general incentives model might also provide
an explanation of participation outside the context of an institution like
a political party. The most obvious example of this is voting. Accordingly,
in the next chapter we turn to the task of modeling party support in the
electorate.
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