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ABSTRACT

Since 1997, Britain has undergone a major programme of constitutional reform.
The programme was introduced against a backdrop of declining electoral
participation and political trust. A key objective of the reforms was to strengthen
citizens’ engagement with the political system. This analysis explores how far the
reforms have succeeded in generating closer linkages between citizens and
governments, manifested in higher rates of electoral turnout and political trust.
Four reforms are analysed in detail: the regulation of party funding, electoral
reform, devolution, and directly elected local mayors.

In evaluating the impact of these reforms, the analysis draws on a variety of
input (ie. pre-reform) and outcome (ie. post-reform) measures. In relation to
devolution to Scotland, the analysis finds that institutional reform has established
a tier of government in which a substantial proportion of Scots invest their trust.
However, devolution appears to have had a less substantive impact on electoral
turnout. In the case of new electoral rules, the opposite appears to be the case:
those who favour the new voting rules are mildly more likely to participate in
elections than those who do not, although there is no relationship with political
trust. Directly elected mayors have had little impact on aggregate rates of
turnout, although the evidence from London suggests that support for the model
is positively associated with electoral turnout. The dividend from the tighter
regulation of party funding appears less positive, since people with low levels of
political trust are only marginally more likely to favour reform than those with
high levels of trust.

Thus, the constitutional reforms appear to have had some impact, although the
effects are not substantial and consistent. The analysis concludes by examining
the likely impact of a more radical set of institutional reforms, either within the
representative model, or extending to forms of direct democracy.
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Chapter 1
INSTITUTIONAL REFORM IN BRITAIN SINCE 1997

In 1997, the Labour Party was swept into government in Britain. While gaining
just 43 per cent of votes, the swing to Labour from the Conservatives was 10 per
cent, the largest shift in the popular vote during the post-war period (King, 1998).
Four months into its first term, the Government enjoyed the highest approval
ratings of any administration since 1945.* There can be no doubt, then, that the
new administration enjoyed substantial legitimacy in the eyes of Britain's citizens.
But the change of government occurred against a less benign backdrop. In the
last year of the previous Conservative government, levels of trust in government
had fallen to a record low; just over one in five people (22 per cent) said they
trusted British governments always or most of the time. This represented a
decline in popular trust of over 40 per cent in the two decades since the mid-
1970s. The change of government in 1997 also occurred against the backdrop of
declining electoral participation. The proportion of the electorate taking part in
the 1997 election was the lowest since 1918. Fewer people, too, were
participating in other elections. Turnout at local elections had fallen by almost
ten points, from an average in the 1980s of 43 per cent to just 34 per cent in
1996, and Britain enjoyed the lowest turnout of any European Union member
country for European Parliament elections.

Thus, the popularity of the new Labour Government could not mask what
appeared to be an underlying disengagement of citizens from their political
institutions and processes. Many commentators suggested that British
democracy was facing a major challenge of legitimacy. Labour came to office
prepared, as it saw it, to address this problem. In particular, it promised a wide
ranging programme of constitutional reform, involving fundamental changes to
the British political system. Among the many objectives of the reform
programme was a desire to arrest the decline in trust and turnout, and to 're-
connect' citizens with government. The purpose of this work is to consider how
successful the programme has been in meeting this objective. Have the reforms
stimulated greater trust and confidence in political institutions and actors? Have
they led to higher rates of electoral participation?

! In a Gallup poll in September 1997, 72 per cent of the population expressed approval of the Labour
Government’s record. The previous highest approval rating, as measured by Gallup, was the 60 per
cent rating achieved in April 1953 by the Churchill administration (Butler and Butler, 2000: 265-79).



In the chapters that follow (particularly Chapters Three to Six), I examine a range
of evidence that bears on these questions. In this opening chapter, I set the
scene for this analysis. I begin by mapping some of the main evidence of
Britain's contemporary democratic 'malaise’. How serious is the supposed
problem, and in which areas is it concentrated? As we shall see, levels of citizen
engagement with political institutions are, in many cases, far from healthy. There
is a problem, then, to which constitutional reform might offer a potential solution.
In light of this, I then examine the rationales offered for the constitutional
reforms introduced since 1997. While the reforms derived from a number of
stimuli, I suggest that a key one was a desire to trigger closer linkages between
citizens and their governments. For both policy makers and commentators, the
re-design of core political institutions was seen as providing for greater
accountability and responsiveness, and thus as a means of stimulating closer
popular engagement with the political process. However, in an important theme
to which I return in the concluding chapter, opinions differed on the extent of the
reforms deemed necessary. In particular, while some policy makers and
commentators suggested that reforms within the representative model would be
sufficient to re-engage discontented citizens, others sought more radical
measures, to shift decision making away from a mediated, representative form,

to a more direct or participatory model.

Having established the nature of the problem, and identified institutional re-
design as a potential ameliorative measure, I then move on to outline the key
features of my study, explored in greater depth in subsequent chapters. First, I
identity and justify the goals against which the constitutional reforms are
assessed. I use two key variables in particular to capture the level of citizen
engagement, one attitudinal (the level of trust in political institutions) the other
behavioural (the level of participation at elections). I am similarly selective in the
reforms I consider, limiting them to four: The regulation of party funding; Reform
of the electoral system; Devolution, and; The direct election of local mayors. The
rationale for this selection is set out in this chapter; their effects on trust and
turnout are considered in Chapters Three to Six.

THE 'PROBLEM': BRITAIN'S DEMOCRATIC MALAISE
Britain was once seen as a model democracy. Its institutions and practices were

widely admired, and often commended as superior to the political arrangements
in other advanced democracies. This benign state of affairs was reflected in the



satisfaction with their political system supposedly felt by British citizens. In their
Civic Culture study at the end of the 1950s, Almond and Verba (1963) suggested
that Britain approximated to a satisfied, even ‘deferential’, political culture. Even
if we allow for what may initially have been a rather rose tinted take on the data
(Kavanagh, 1989), Britain's democracy looks decidedly less healthy today. Few
extol the virtues of the 'Westminster' model over the checks and balances of
presidential systems or the diffusion of power characteristic of proportionally
elected legislatures. Far from being seen as essential bulwarks of effective
government and policy performance, Britain's political institutions have
increasingly come to be seen as inimical to them. From both the political right
(Mount, 1993) and the left (Marquand, 1997), commentators have arraigned the
British constitution for the over-mighty executive, weak political representation
and ill conceived economic and social policies to which it has supposedly

contributed.

Britain's citizens, too, appear less enamoured with their governing arrangements
than previously. Since it is the lack of engagement among citizens as a whole
that has precipitated the concern among policy makers and commentators with
the state of British democracy, I pay some attention to attitudes and behaviour at
the mass level. In particular, I document the extent to which citizens in Britain
have lost faith, and ceased participating, in their core political institutions. Are
policy makers right to allege a malaise of British democracy - in which case a
programme of constitutional reform might be an appropriate response - or is the
problem exaggerated? The most obvious place to start this review is with the
most basic form of citizen engagement: voting. I then go on to explore citizens'
attitudinal orientation to the political system, in particular the level of trust and
confidence they invest in their governing arrangements.

Electoral participation

To many, the most obvious indicator of citizen discontent with the British political
system is the declining level of electoral participation. Starting at the national
level, Chart 1.1 shows turnout for House of Commons elections in the second half
of the twentieth century. Up until 1997, levels of turnout fluctuated between
elections, and it was difficult to pinpoint a clear trend. Certainly, turnout declined
in the two decades between 1950% and 1970, by around ten percentage points. It

2 The 1950 election is the most appropriate starting point in considering trends in turnout. Turnout
was artificially low at the 1945 election, due to servicemen based overseas and a poor electoral
register (Pattie and Johnston, 2001).



then oscillated up until 1997, with no clear trend upwards or downwards. In fact,
the trend in participation between 1974 and 1997, measured via a simple
regression model of turnout on time, shows an insignificant and insubstantive
coefficient, suggesting that the period between the mid-1970s and the late 1990s
witnessed no decline in electoral turnout (Pattie and Johnston, 2001). However,
the slight drop in turnout in 1997 was followed by a far sharper decline in 2001,
when less than six in ten of the registered voting population participated, the

lowest level since 1918.3

Chart 1.1 Turnout at UK general elections

L o e (N )
O VOV ©V VUV V ¥V ©V VOV VL ©V VvV VvV ©V VW VW O
A UL L1 LD N NN Y 00w O O
uu ©O » U1 O A O O & A O W N N N =
~ o~
2 8

—&— Turnout as percentage of registered voters

Source: Butler and Kavanagh, 2002: Table A1.1

A similar picture of recent turnout decline can be seen in relation to local elections.
In Chart 1.2, I map rates of participation across local elections in Britain since
1973, the year local government underwent significant re-organisation.* There is
significant fluctuation from year to year. Some contests attract a large turnout
since they coincide with a high profile political issue (such as the Poll Tax in 1990),
or the run up to a general election (1983 and 1987). Some contests attract a low
turnout since they occur in the immediate aftermath of a general election, as in
1992 (Kellner, 2004). But while turnout fluctuated around the 40 per cent level
in the two decades between 1973 and 1995, it fell by ten points to just under 30

3 In addition to the relative trends in electoral turnout, commentators sometimes note low absolute
levels of participation, particularly in relation to other west European countries. Mean turnout in
Britain between 1945 and 2002 was 75 per cent, eight points behind the EU average of 83 per cent
(IDEA, 2004: Fig 2.1). But the gap falls to just five points if we remove from the calculation those
countries and periods in which voting is compulsory. Five points hardly constitutes UK exceptionalism.
* In showing a single turnout figure, I have lumped together data across local contests, even though
average turnout differs substantially between them. Thus, between 1973 and 2004, average turnout
for Scottish unitary councils (three contests over the period) was 52 per cent, while for English unitary
councils (eight contests) it was just 33 per cent. Given these variations, I only report data for years
when two or more types of council have held elections (the data for 1975 is thus omitted since only a
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per cent in 1998 and in 2000.° Since then, turnout has dramatically increased, so
that the 2004 local elections saw turnout levels back to the trend figure of 40 per
cent of the electorate. However, the pick-up in 2002 and 2003 was boosted by
the use of all-postal ballots for many council elections in England, while turnout in

2004 was boosted by the coterminous timing of the European Parliament contest.

Chart 1.2 Turnout at local elections, Britain
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Source: Figures calculated from data provided by the Local
Government Chronicle Elections Centre, University
of Plymouth

As with local elections, turnout at European Parliament elections showed a decline
in the mid to late 1990s, before witnessing a recovery (Chart 1.3: dark line). In
the fifteen years since the first direct elections to the European Parliament,
turnout in the UK remained fairly constant at around one third of the electorate.
In 1999, turnout declined to just 24 per cent, but then reached a new high of 39
per cent in 2004. Much of this recovery is attributable to the use of all-postal
ballots in four regions and the combination on a single day of European
Parliament, local and London Mayor/Assembly elections (Electoral Commission,
2004: 107-15). The second feature shown in the Chart is the relationship
between turnout in Britain and that in other EU member states (represented by
the bars). In each of the five elections prior to 2004, the turnout rate in Britain
was the worst, or joint worst, among EU countries. But until 1999, domestic
turnout was at least progressing towards the average across other member states
(principally due to declines in turnout across the EU). While the 1999 election

single type of council held elections in this year). I have also omitted data for 1979, 1997 and 2001,
since these contests took place at the same time as Westminster elections, inflating turnout levels.

° The 1999 peak is an anomaly, largely caused by an unusually high turnout in the Scottish unitary
council elections that year. Once the figures for these contests are removed, average turnout falls to
35 per cent, still a minor recovery, but well below the usual levels for the preceding period.
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represented a setback, the turnout level in Britain in 2004 was not far short of
the EU average.®

The data on electoral turnout points, then, to a declining level of popular
engagement with the political system. Granted, turnout at the local and
European level has recently witnessed an upturn. However, this owes less to an
upsurge in citizen regard for the politicai system, than to such 'artificial’
stimulants as the timing of elections (running multiple elections together) and the
method of voting (providing postal ballots). Certainly at end of the 1990s, it
appeared that citizens were increasingly disengaged from the electoral process.
In Chapter Two, I examine the reasons for this disengagement, identifying in
particular what curative role might be anticipated for constitutional reform. But
the basic picture drawn from recent trends in electoral participation does suggest
something of a problem.

Chart 1.3 Turnout at European Parliament
elections, 1979-2004

% of national electorate

1979 1984 1989 1994 1999 2004

E=T European Union, minus UK —— United Kingdom only

Source: European Parliament

Attitudes towards the political system

It is much easier to gauge the health of citizen-government linkages by reference
to the behaviour of citizens than by reference to their attitudes. Behaviour has a
determinacy that attitudes often don’t. One votes or one doesn't. One joins a
political party or one doesn't. But attitudes lack such precision. As we shall see,
there is much debate about what is being measured when surveys ask

respondents about their 'trust' in government or their satisfaction with the way

® For 2004, the average EU figure covers the fifteen west European members only, and excludes the
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democracy 'works'. In the limited space here, I don't attempt to explore these
issues; I merely review a selection of measures to see how far they paint a
consistent picture of cognitive and affective engagement with the political system.

Unfortunately, we lack many measures that enable us to map the ways that
British citizens have evaluated their political agents and institutions over time.’
But we have some indicators, and I report these here. Given its prominence
among commentaries on the state of Britain's political system, I start by
examining trends in political trust. Trust is a complex notion®, but relates at core
to the belief that someone else - an organisation or individual - will act in a way
consistent with one’s interests, or at least consistent with what has been
promised. This sense of acting in someone’s best interests (where the someone
is the collective public) is what the following question, asked on a fairly regular
basis since the early 1970s°, seeks to tap:

“How much do you trust British governments of any party to place the needs of the nation
- above the interests of their own political party?” o

- Just about always
- Most of the time

- Only some of the time
- Almost never

Chart 1.4 reports the proportions indicating that they trust government “most of
the time” or “almost always”.** Over the thirty year period between 1974 and
2003, the picture is one of some fluctuation around an overall decline. In the
mid-1970s, almost four in ten people indicated that they trusted their
governments; by 2003, this proportion had fallen to less than two in ten. The
decline was particularly acute between 1987 and 1996.

ten new members, the turnout in many of which was very low.

7 It is not sufficient to point to negative assessments of the political system in any one year as
evidence of an acute problem (although, regrettably, many academic and non-academic
commentaries do just that). For if negative assessments have long been the norm, this suggests that
critical judgements can co-exist with an essential stability of the political system. On the other hand,
if attitudes can be shown to have become more critical and negative than in the past, this would
suggest that the political system is facing new questions over its legitimacy, a challenge to which a
concerted response (for example, fundamental institutional re-design) would be called for. Let me
give one example of the way in which snapshots of public attitudes may lead to misleading
conclusions being drawn. In the British Social Attitudes survey in 2000, it was found that two thirds
(67 per cent) of respondents agreed that "People like me have no say in what the government does".
On the face of it, the level of negative attitudes suggests an acute contemporary problem. But a
similar question asked by Gallup in 1968 - "In your opinion, do people like yourself have enough say
in the way the Government runs the country?" - elicited a similar negative response, with 68 per cent
of people responding that they lacked sufficient voice (Gallup, 1976).

8 See O'Neil (2002) for a critique of survey based measurements of political trust.

° The wording of the question when originally asked in 1973-74, as part of the Political Action Study,
was "How much do you trust the Government at Westminster to do what is right?".

19 The trend remains almost exactly the same if mean levels of trust are calculated.
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Chart 1.4 Trust in government, 1974-2003
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Source: Bromley et al, 2001; British Social Attitudes
surveys, 1986, 1997, 2001-03

A second judgement that casts light on how citizens evaluate political institutions
concerns responsiveness. A number of individual questions have been asked on
the British Social Attitudes survey that explore how responsive citizens believe
key political actors and institutions to be. I focus on three measures, for which -

we have a reasonable time series:

“How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements:

(a) Parties are only interested in people’s votes, not in their opinions

(b) Generally speaking, those we elect as MPs lose touch with people pretty quickly

(c) It doesn'’t really matter which party is in power, in the end things go on much the same

- Agree strongly

- Agree

- Neither agree nor disagree

- Disagree

- Disagree strongly”
These indicators are often treated as measurements of the same feature, namely
the extent to which political institutions respond to the demands made on them,
the notion of 'system efficacy' (Marsh, 1977).* Note that two of the questions
relate directly to the role of political parties, and are thus of interest as much for
what they reveal about public attitudes towards these specific institutions, as for

what they reveal about system responsiveness more generally.

Ever since the early 1970s - and almost certainly before then, too (see footnote 7)
- citizens have taken a dim view of the responsiveness of their political
institutions (Chart 1.5) In 1973, two thirds of respondents believed that MPs
were out of touch with voters and that the parties were more interested in

1 Although statistical analysis by Pattie and Johnston (2001a) suggests that these items do not
cluster together under a common label of 'system efficacy'.
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people’s votes than in their opinions. Given such high initial levels of doubt, it is
perhaps not surprising that perceptions of responsiveness have not declined by
that much ever since. However, the past three decades have seen a slight
deterioration in public attitudes, particularly around the early 1990s (the same
period that saw a sharp decline in trust; Chart 1.4).

Chart 1.5 Evaluations of the responsiveness of Britain's
political system, 1973-2003
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Source: Marsh, 1977: Table 5.4; British Social Attitudes surveys.

Moreover, unresponsiveness appears to be the fault of the system, not of citizens
themselves. Asked in 1959 to respond to the statement “Some people say that
politics and government are so complicated that the average man cannot really
understand what is going on”, 59 per cent agreed (Almond and Verba, 1963). By
1996, that proportion had risen to 66 per cent, although it fell to 61 per cent by
2003. So although a majority among the population admits to difficulties in
understanding politics, this proportion has not increased over time. Shortcomings
on the part of citizens themselves are thus not to blame for perceptions that the

political system has become less responsive.

Having gauged evaluations of the trustworthiness of party government and the
responsiveness of parties and their representatives, I now turn to two measures
that probe attitudes towards the effectiveness of the political system more
generally. These measures similarly tap evaluations of the way the system
actually works, or its "informal structure" (Fuchs et al, 1995), but they do so in
more abstract terms. They can thus be considered rather more 'diffuse’, less



15

'specific’, judgements than those stimulated by questions about particular actors

or institutions.

The first question - which dates back to the early 1970s - asks respondents to
evaluate the "present system of governing in Britain", by reference to one of the
following options:

It works extremely well and could not be improved

It could be improved in small ways, but mainly works well
It could be improved quite a lot

It needs a great deal of improvement

As Chart 1.6 shows, popular discontent with the functioning of the political
system was rampant in the mid-1990s. In 1995, over three quarters (76 per
cent) believed Britain's political system needed at least quite a lot of
improvement (of which 35 per cent thought it needed a great deal of
improvement). Although government replacement in 1997 brought attitudes
back to where they had been in the early 1970s, demands for improvement have .
subsequently risen.

Chart 1.6 Evaluations of Britain's system of
government, 1973-2004
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Source: Bromley, Curtice and Seyd, 2001: Table 9.6; 1994: ICM/
Channel 4; 2001-03: British Social Attitudes; 2004: ICM/
State of the Nation

A second question - again originating in surveys conducted in the early-1970s -
asks respondents how satisfied they are with the way that democracy works in
Britain. This question is usually held to tap attitudes towards the overall working
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of the political system ('diffuse’ support); it is thus held to be a good measure of
how people believe their political institutions actually function (Fuchs et al, 1995;
Anderson, nd). Drawing on Eurobarometer surveys since 1973, Clarke et al
(2004: Fig 9.3) show that mean levels of satisfaction with democracy, while
fluctuating somewhat, followed a gentle upwards trajectory over the thirty years
to 2001. In other words, far from becoming more discontented, citizens have, if
anything, become rather more positive about the operation of the democratic
system over the last three decades.

In this section, I have presented data on a selection of indicators of citizens’
attitudes to their political institutions. It would be a mistake to rely too much on
these indicators in gauging what is a complex phenomena. Overall, however, 1
suggest that, over the past three decades or so, British citizens have adopted a
more critical stance towards their political system. However, this discontent is
most manifest in relation to specific actors, institutions and processes; it does not
~ appear to spill over into frustration at the broad contours of the political system.

Conclusion: The nature of Britain's democratic malaise

The replacement of an unpopular Conservative government in 1997 might have
been a cause of celebration for many. But for even more, disenchantment and/or
disengagement characterised their relationship with Britain's political system.
Levels of electoral participation had fallen at all tiers of government. Fewer and
fewer people trusted their political agents or believed that their political
institutions would respond to their needs and demands.? True, even the limited
data presented here suggests that the picture was not all gloomy; evaluations of
the performance of the political system in broad terms had actually strengthened
somewhat. But there can be no doubt that, at the end of the twentieth century, a
substantial question mark hung over the popular legitimacy of Britain's political
system. It was this waning legitimacy that the constitutional reform programme
of the incoming Labour Government was in part designed to address.

12 These indicators of democratic disengagement are far from unique to Britain, and can be found
across most advanced democracies. On the decline in electoral participation, see Franklin (2004). On
the decline in political trust and confidence, see Norris (1999), Pharr and Putnam (2000) and Dalton
(2004).
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THE CONSTITUTIONAL REFORMS AND THEIR RATIONALE

The constitutional reforms introduced since 1997 represent fundamental changes
to the way Britain's political system operates. Whether the reforms deserve
comparison with the first expansion of the franchise in 1832, or even further back
with the move to a constitutionally limited executive in 1688, their significance
cannot be doubted. Just a list of the most notable reforms is sufficient to convey
the breadth of the programme.®®* Power has been decentralised via the creation
of new tiers of government in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and London.*
The capital, London, and several other towns in England have seen the
introduction of directly elected mayors. New voting arrangements have been
introduced for regional and European elections. More extensive checks on the
authority of the executive have been introduced. A stronger rights regime has
~ been established, with judges accorded greater powers over executive authority.
The executive has also been made more open, with specific rights for citizens and
organisations to access official information. The legislature has been reformed,
with a recast membership in the upper chamber, and new working arrangements
in the lower chamber. Provision has been made for greater public voice on
constitutional issues, via referendums. Finally, more formal arrangements have
been introduced for the way parties are funded and compete at elections.

For a party that traditionally has been suspicious of constitutional reform (Foley,
1999: 190-9; Bogdanor, 2001; Evans, 2003: ch2), this flurry of activity must be
counted as something of a surprise. What motivated Labour's concern to reform
Britain's political institutions? Rationales for policy innovations can be both overt
(ie. made public) and covert (ie. kept hidden). The constitutional reforms were
clearly motivated by covert, as well as overt, factors. In particular, as an
opposition party for eighteen years, Labour despaired at its failure to check the
activities of successive Conservative governments (Evans, 2003: chs3-4).*

But political reform was also motivated by a set of more principled - and overtly
stated - arguments. Most of these arguments were intrinsic; they concerned

13 For more detailed descriptions of the reforms, see the many textbooks and articles that have
appeared since 1997. One particularly comprehensive textbook is Oliver, 2003.

!4 Since the devolution reforms in Northern Ireland are sui generis, I do not deal with them in the
course of this work, the focus of which is thus on Britain.
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perceived flaws in Britain's political system which the constitutional reforms were
designed to remedy. These arguments suggested that the political system was
over-centralised, over-dominated by a powerful executive and excessively
secretive, with a supine parliament, poor democratic accountability of executive
agencies and weakly entrenched individual rights (for key statements by policy
actors, see: Smith, 1992, 1993; Brown, 1992; Labour Party, 1993, 1997; Blair,
1696a; Joint Consultative Committee, 1997; Irvine, 1998). On these policy
accounts, constitutional reform served an inherent good, providing Britain with
more decentralised and open government, stronger checks and balances on, and
individual rights over, the state, clearer forms of accountability and more

extensive opportunities for citizen participation.

The rationale for the reform programme also extended into a broad set of
instrumental or extrinsic dividends. One set of benefits identified by some of the
main policy actors concerned the decision making processes and outputs of
~government. On this account, Britain's political institutions needed to be
reformed (or, as more commonly put, 'updated' or 'modernised') if they were to
facilitate the kind of decision making processes appropriate in a globalised
economy (Allen, 1995; Labour Party, 1996). A second set of benefits related less
to the capacity of executive agents than to their relationship with citizens. I have
already noted the decline in popular engagement with Britain's political
institutions since the 1970s. Concern that the political system was suffering ever
weaker levels of popular legitimacy came to form a consistent theme among
many commentators, dating back to the late 1960s and early 1970s (Birch, 1984).
By the mid-1990s, these doubts had risen; not only was Britain's political system
failing to provide the conditions for good governance, it was also failing to retain
the support and engagement of its citizens.

A concern with this popular discontent and disengagement came to form a key
element in the Labour Party's rationale for constitutional change. The then leader
of the party, John Smith, claimed in 1992 that:

"... across Britain, people are losing faith in our democracy. This is largely because
government has become so remote. People feel increasingly isolated and powerless.
Disillusionment and cynicism [has] spread”. (Smith, 1992: 179-80; see also Smith, 1993)

15 This covert rationale is entirely consistent with Labour's reluctance, once in office, to move beyond
any reforms expressly promised as manifesto commitments (for example, by reforming the electoral
system for Westminster).
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The theme was taken up by Smith's successor, Tony Blair. A year before gaining
office, Blair argued that:

"Changing the way we govern, and not just changing our government, is no longer an
optional extra for Britain. So low is popular esteem for politicians and the system we
operate that there is now little authority for us to use unless and until we first succeed in
regaining it". (Blair, 1996b)

In its 1997 election manifesto, Labour noted that: "There is undoubtedly a
national crisis of confidence in our political systém, to which Labour will respohd
in a sensible and measured way" (Labour Party, 1997: 32). Thus, ignoring the
issue of whether arising from principle or for reasons of electoral advantage?, key
policy actors within the Labour Party were increasingly voicing concern about a
perceived disconnection between governments and citizens. It is within this
context that figures such as John Smith and Tony Blair rationalised the need for
constitutional reform.*” True, both suggested that their reform proposals would
. have intrinsic merits, such as.remedying an. over-centralised, unaccountable and .
secretive state. But the larger goal for both leaders (judging by the issue with
which both chose to open their accounts in the two texts just quoted) was the
benefit these intrinsic virtues would confer on the relationship between citizens
and governments. In fact, Tony Blair (1996a) even suggested that 'democratic
renewal' be preferred as a term to 'constitutional reform".®

Similar rationales for the constitutional reform programme are apparent among
other important policy actors. In a key text published on the eve of the 1997
election, Peter Mandelson and Roger Liddle (1996: 191) argued that Labour
ministers must treat constitutional reform as a central part of the party's

programme in order to:

"... demonstrate convincingly that they recognise the public's deep-seated disillusionment
with politics, and that it will be unacceptable for the old show to go on with only different-
coloured rosettes.”

16 Many Labour politicians believed that the picture of an alienated citizenry, and the need for political
reform, were electorally resonant messages, and good sticks with which to beat the Conservatives
(Evans, 2003: chs 3-4).

17 some commentators have argued that Tony Blair was not committed to constitutional reform, but
instead inherited the various commitments from a more sincere reformer, John Smith (Flinders, 2004).
Whether this is true or not does not affect the validity of my analysis, since Blair did retain the
commitments, and did provide his own public rationale for the various measures (and in very similar
terms to Smith's). It is thus reasonable to explore the success of the reforms in the terms set out by
Blair - namely the need for democratic renewal - without enquiring further about the sincerity of these
rationalisations.

18 Although this preference no doubt reflected a calculation about the relative public resonance of the
two terms.
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In the same vein, having noted that "Our political system is in a bad shape.
Scandals, sleaze, patronage, secrecy and waste have undermined public
confidence and eaten away at our democracy", Jack Straw and colleagues claimed
that "Our plans [for constitutional reform] will begin to restore the bond of trust
and confidence between government and the British people" (Straw et al, 1996:
12). In retrospective accounts of why the Labour Government devoted so much
energy to constitutional reform during its first two terms in office, the two Lord
Chancellors to have served between 1997 and 2004 both pointed to the need to
boost public confidence in, and engagement with, the political system (Irvine,
1998; Falconer, 2003). And, finally, we should note that constitutional reform as
a means of re-engaging Britain's citizens was not a position limited to the Labour
Party. The Liberal Democrats, longer standing supporters of reform, also
suggested that changes to the political system were necessary to reverse
perceived declines in trust and turnout (Liberal Democrats, 1993, 2000).

| Am6n§ fnaﬁy of the key policy actors then, constitutional reform was seen as a
means of strengthening the linkages between citizens and political institutions,
linkages perceived to have atrophied badly in recent years. This is not to suggest
that the reforms are primarily explicable on these terms. I have already noted
that some proposals for constitutional reform concentrated on their intrinsic
merits'®, or on such extrinsic benefits as the payoffs for effective decision making
and governance. Nor is it to suggest that constitutional reform was the only
means by which policy actors hoped to generate closer linkages between citizens
and government (although as the quotations from Tony Blair indicate, the
reforms were regarded as vital to this goal). All I want to establish here is that,
central to the introduction of a wide ranging programme of constitutional reform
after 1997 was a desire to re-engage citizens with democratic institutions and
processes. (The reform of democratic institutions to re-engage disaffected
citizens is a recent trend across many western countries (Cain et al, 2003),
although few have undergone such radical institutional restructuring as Britain.)

In this, policy actors were not alone. Ever since the British political system
became an object more for brickbats than for admiration in the 1970s, multiple
proposals have been put forward for its reform. Many of these have invoked in
their support the spectre of an increasingly disengaged and alienated population.

19 For example, Gordon Brown's two main speeches on the need for constitutional reform hardly touch
on the implications for patterns of citizen engagement (Brown, 1992, 1997).
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Granted, some have suggested that the legitimation crisis arose in response to
the country's declining social and economic performance (for such diagnoses, see
Birch, 1984; Marquand, 1988; Bogdanor, 2003). But others pointed the finger of
blame squarely at Britain's political institutions. On these accounts, while social
and economic changes have stimulated citizens' expectations and demands of the
political system, the system itself has remained largely inert.? In particular,
domestic governing arrangements were judged to have failed to provide citizens
with sufficient control over collective affairs. Historically, the limitations on
citizen participation arose from the fact that Britain's core political institutions
were developed well before the principle of popular sovereignty gained
widespread acceptance. As a result, Britain's constitutional arrangements
privileged 'representative government' over 'representative democracy' (Judge,
1999; see also Marquand, 1988; Wright, 1994). Yet the basic practices around
which these arrangements were built, or at least came to be built - parliamentary
sovereignty, periodic elections and party discipline - were increasingly seen from
~the 1970s onwards as incompatible with popular demands, and thus as a prime
cause of declining citizen confidence. As David Marquand argued:

"... the Schumpeterian assumption that democratic politics revolve around a competitive
struggle for the people's vote ... can no longer provide the basis for a legitimate political
order" (Marquand, 1988: 241).

Geoff Mulgan, too, saw popular discontent with the political system arising from
the limited control and participation it afforded them:

"If there is a single core problem with our current system of governance it is that the people
are disconnected with it; that it is not self-government by any meaningful definition.”
(Mulgan, 1996: 223)

A third contemporary commentator, Andrew Adonis, was equally clear that:

"Today's discontent with politics is largely caused by a failure to adapt the political system
sufficiently over recent decades" (Adonis, 1997: 5).

Many commentaries on the need for constitutional reform were thus made in the
name of stimulating a more trusting, supportive and participatory citizenry.?

20 The 'legitimation crisis' is not, of course, a peculiarly British disease, but has arisen as an issue
across many western democracies; see footnote 12).

21 Although not all proposals were couched in such terms. Many rationales for constitutional reform in
Britain relied on intrinsic arguments, that is arguments based on the inherent merits of the reforms,
not on the wider benefits they are held to bring. For example, James Cornford (1993) rationalised a
programme of constitutional reform on the need to restraint the Executive, with no mention of the
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However, compared with policy actors, commentators tended to be rather more
critical of the basic institutions of representative democracy, and thus more
demanding when it came to the required reforms.?? It is worth examining the
main lines of these criticisms and demands, since they suggest what factors
might (allegedly) lay behind citizens' disengagement from political institutions,
and thus what remedies might be required. A theme touched on throughout this
work is that institutional design can affect citizen attitudes and behaviour in many
ways. The reforms introduced in Britain since 1997 work within one institutional
model, namely a representative framework. But other models are also available,
based on a far greater level of popular participation, potentially unmediated by
partisan intermediary bodies. Competing institutional models, and the factors
that define them, are set out more clearly in Chapter Two. What I want to note
here are the range of diagnoses and cures offered in contemporary commentaries
on Britain's political system. In particular, I want to explore how far the
perceived problems with British democracy, and the recommended improvements,
are synonymous with those offered by policy actors. Or, maybe commentators
discern a broader set of ailments and remedies, suggesting perhaps that the
reforms introduced since 1997 may not go far enough. I return to this issue in
the Conclusion, when I consider why the constitutional reform programme,
radical though it is, may not have achieved its envisaged goal, of citizen re-
engagement. Here, though, I merely want to note the contours of the
commentators' case.

One strand of commentary - particularly strong among 'legalistic' accounts -
identifies the principal shortcoming of Britain's governing arrangements as
excessively weak constraints on the Executive (eg. Cornford, 1993; Mount, 1993).
These diagnoses, which generally make little reference to levels of citizen
engagement, tend to yield proposals for stronger checks and balances, and for
tighter legal and rights-based constraints on executive activity. More far reaching
critiques identify additional shortcomings, such as the limited participatory
opportunities available to citizens, and the centralisation of political power at
Westminster (eg. Marquand, 1988, 1997). In addition to supporting more
extensive checks and balances, these accounts stress the importance of
decentralising power, thereby creating more extensive opportunities for
participation and alternative forums of political agency (Hirst, 1990: ch2; Mulgan,

wider implications for the way citizens engage with their government. This is not to criticise
Cornford’s argument, merely to note the terms on which this was couched.



23

1994: chi1; Marquand, 2000, 2004: 116-48). The shortcomings in Britain's
constitutional arrangements identified by these two sets of accounts are
reasonably similar to those expressed by the main policy actors, as are their
recommendations. Thus, on these commentaries, the constitutional reform
proposals put forward by Labour in opposition - if not those actually delivered in
government (see Chapter Seven: Conclusion) - are broadly an appropriate
response to the perceived deficiencies in the British political system.

As I noted above, a fairly consistent theme among the recent critiques of the
British political system is the lack of participatory opportunities afforded to
citizens. Commentators contrast the growing educational and cognitive
capabilities of the population with the continued restriction of political expression
to (infrequent) periodic elections. From this concern arise various proposals that
go beyond the 'traditional' list of constitutional reforms discussed in the previous
paragraph. One proposal is to increase the opportunities for citizen involvement
in decision making at the local level, either through direct election to the
governing boards of bodies such as health authorities and schools (Fishman,
1989), or through selecting citizens to serve on such bodies through lot (Wright,
1994: 98). Another is extend the opportunities for participation outside the
political realm, in the economic and social domain, via workplace democracy and
various forms of associationalism and corporatism (Hirst, 1990; Wright, 1994). A
third proposal is to supplement indirect forms of participation, via election, with
direct methods of engagement. Some commend the use from time to time of
referendums and devices such as citizens' juries, as an adjunct to representative
arrangements (Marr, 1996; Alexander, 1997; Bogdanor, 1997). Others identify a
wider variety of mechanisms for direct participation - such as e-democracy
devices like online voting and debate - which are envisaged as a far more regular
form of interaction between elected representatives and citizens (Wright, 1994,
1996; Mulgan, 1996; Adonis, 1997; Barnett, 1997; Clarke, 2002).

One of the attractions of more direct forms of citizen engagement is that they
open the potential for bypassing the role of political parties. While most
commentators agree that political parties play a valuable role in the
representative process - in helping to identify and aggregate social preferences -
some argue that this role is double-edged, with a deleterious side, too. Parties
are held to unduly dominate, and thus constrain, the issue agenda, preventing

22 The more critical and radical nature of the commentators is no surprise; policy actors hopeful of one
day assuming office via representative democratic processes are hardly likely to fundamentally
question these processes.
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the emergence and discussion of new issues (Hirst, 1990; Mulgan, 1994, 1996;
Bogdanor, 1997). This dominance is doubly dangerous for effective
representation, since the parties are believed to hold ever weaker bonds with key
social groups (Barnett, 1996; Bogdanor, 1997), and - by virtue of becoming more
hierarchical - with their own activists (Barnett, 1996). The use of direct devices
such as referendums and citizens' juries thus opens the potential for extending
participation while curtailing the role of the parties.*

This is a brief and highly simplified review of some of the many critiques of the
British political system and of the proposals for its reform. My purpose has been
to identify two broad perspectives that seek to explain why citizens have become
disengaged from political institutions and processes, and what role constitutional
reform might play in addressing this. The first perspective essentially suggests
that the decline in legitimacy is due to remote political institutions, insufficient
opportunities for participation and a weakly constrained and over-secretive
executive. Given this diagnosis, the prescription is for a major programme of
constitutional reform. Commentators adopting this perspective are thus relatively

sanguine about the potential revitalising effects of the reforms:*

"If the political vacuum was filled by constitutional reform and a devolution of power
downwards, the whole of the British political process would be revitalised. People would
overcome their cynicism towards their MPs and become genuinely interested in affairs of
state, precisely because they would have a genuine way of affecting their representatives
at Westminster.” (Fishman, 1989: 454)

The second perspective is more cautious about the ameliorative role of
constitutional reform for Britain's democratic shortcomings. The disjuncture
between the demands made by citizens and the capabilities of representative
institutions is held to be too great to be bridged simply by reforming these bodies.
Instead, a more radical programme of direct citizen participation is required. The
Labour MP, Tony Wright, argues that:

"What is essential ... is to ensure that Labour's constitutional reforms, important though
they are in their own terms, are seen as part of a much wider ambition to revive civic life
and reconnect people to the political process." (Wright, 1997: 12)

23 some commentators also propose schemes to extend participatory opportunities within the parties,
such as all-member primary contests for leader and candidate selection (Wright, 1994: 97).
24 Or they were when Labour was setting out its proposals in opposition; what the party has delivered
in government is often a different matter. See Chapter 7: Conclusion for further discussion.
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More critically, having commended the role of constitutional constraints on
government, Adonis and Mulgan go on to argue:

"These additional constraints might improve the quality of governance in Britain. But their
limitation is that they would do little to answer the basic deficiency of modern democracy.
They would, in short, do nothing to reduce the dominance of politicians. Instead, they
would simply shuffle power from one group of politicians to another, with the addition of a
few judges." (Adonis and Mulgan, 1957: 228)

The end result of merely 'shuffling' power from one group of politicians to another
might, if anything, be greater, not less, public disaffection (Mulgan, 1996).%

There is thus much consensus that, going into the twenty first century, the British
political system faces a major problem of legitimacy. Citizens today are believed
to be more critical of their political agents and institutions, and less likely to
engage with them. There is also much agreement, even among Conservative
politicians and commentators, of the need to reform these institutions to
strengthen the linkages between citizens and government. But whereas the main
policy actors and some commentators see the constitutional reform programme
proposed by Labour as, in the main, a sufficient response to the problem of
legitimacy, other commentators suggest that more fundamental reforms are
required, in particular a move to more extensive citizen participation and
engagement outside the confines of the political parties.

ANALYSING THE IMPACT OF CONSTITUTIONAL CHANGE IN BRITAIN:
INDICATORS OF CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT AND CASE STUDIES

Having reviewed the nature of Britain's democratic malaise, and the potential
ameliorative role of the constitutional reform programme, I now turn to outlining
the main elements of the research undertaken in the subsequent chapters, in
particular Chapters Three to Six. The main purpose of these chapters is to
consider what effect various important institutional reforms have had on the
linkages between citizens and government. In Chapter Two, I specify the main
overarching theoretical accounts of why particular institutional configurations

25 some Labour policy actors have expressed similar beliefs, that citizens will only be re-engaged with
the political system if they are accorded more opportunities for direct participation in collective
decisions. Thus, David Blunkett has recently argued that "Tackling voter disengagement will ...
require more than simply creating formal constitutional rights, important as these are. The central
challenge is whether we can develop a genuinely participative democracy, sustained by a robust,
vibrant political culture which meets the conditions of contemporary Britain" (Blunkett, 2001: 133).
The solutions to citizen disengagement lie "... beyond creating new layers of formal representation or
accountability” (ibid: 145).
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should yield beneficial outcomes. Before then, in this section, I introduce and
rationalise both the core indicators by which citizen-government linkages will be
measured, and the particular institutional reforms that will be analysed.

The linkages that bond citizens with their political institutions are multi-faceted,
based on a variety of attitudinal and behavioural characteristics. In the
discussion above on the health of democracy in Britain, I concentrated on two
indicators: electoral participation and political attitudes. In the rest of this study,
I continue with these two indicators (although supplemented, where appropriate,
with additional measures). There are two reasons for this focus. First, as noted
in the section above on the rationale for constitutional reform, the need to
stimulate higher levels of turnout and political trust was frequently invoked by
both policy actors and commentators. Granted, not all the policy actors who
raised the spectre of a democratic malaise identified shortcomings in both turnout
and trust. Tony Blair, for example, frequently noted the decline in public trust in
government and political institutions, and identified this as a goal of his
Government's constitutional reform programme (see page 19). But Blair made
few similar warnings, and set no similar priority, when it came to rates of
electoral participation. Nonetheless, while a decline in the public's regard for
political institutions might have figured more highly among policy actors and
commentators, both also identified low and falling rates of electoral turnout as a
symptom of Britain's democratic malaise, and institutional reform as an
appropriate response (see the opening sections in Chapters Three to Six for
claims about specific reforms). If therefore seems appropriate to adopt similar
indicators when it comes to reviewing the impact of the reforms.

The second reason for selecting turnout and trust as measures is that both are
key indicators of the health of a democracy. Irrespective of any particular claims
by policy actors or commentators, levels of electoral participation and political
trust provide important information about the quality of the linkages between
citizens and governments. Thus, to the extent that political reform is intended -
at least in part - to improve the quality of democratic life in a country, the impact
on turnout and trust is intrinsically important. Why? The basic goal of any
democratic system - representative or direct - is to ensure that collective
decisions are responsive to citizens' demands. If, in a representative democracy,
citizens feel that these decisions are not responsive, the impetus to take part in
elections, and to invest trust in one's representatives, will wane. Thus, in an

unresponsive democratic system, levels of electoral participation and political
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trust will likely be very low. Conversely, a healthy (ie. responsive) system, with
appropriately designed political institutions, should encourage citizens to register
their demands, via elections, and to invest trust in their representatives.

This is not to take the simplistic line that, by virtue of high turnout (or trust)
alone, some countries can be judged more 'democratic' than others (Parry and
Moyser, 1994). But it is to argue that, in general, participation levels reflect
citizens' judgements about how responsive the political system is to their
demands, and therefore that high electoral turnout, all other things being equal,
signifies an effective and legitimate political system (Powell, 1982: ch2). A
similar case can be made for political attitudes, such as trust. The more citizens
feel that political institutions are designed to ensure responsive outcomes, the
more likely they are, all other things being equal, to invest trust in their political
agents. Trust is by no means the only indicator that could be chosen to gauge
citizens' attitudes to their political institutions; responsiveness, or 'efficacy’, as
noted above, would be an alternative.?® Nonetheless, while I acknowledge doubts
over the concept (Hardin, 1999) and its measurement (O'Neill, 2002), political
trust - in the sense of a citizen's confidence that a political agent will act in their
best interests or at least in the way they promised - appears to me to constitute a
good measure of the health of citizens' relations with representative institutions
and actors. (The fact that it is so routinely referred to by policy actors and
commentators only adds to its appropriateness as an indicator.)

So electoral turnout and political trust are the two basic indicators I use in
analysing the constitutional reforms introduced in Britain since 1997. In abstract
terms, well designed (ie. responsive) political institutions should stimulate both
turnout and trust. But should we really anticipate the constitutional reforms
having the same beneficial effect on both variables? After all, even theoretically,
it is not difficult to construct scenarios in which turnout and trust do not run in
parallel. Thus, for example, citizens that feel able to invest high levels of trust in
their governments - due to a responsive set of political institutions - may feel less
inclined to participate at elections. If participation is primarily motivated by a
desire to register policy demands, then citizens who are confident in the
responsiveness of their electoral mechanisms and who thus feel able to trust their

26 1deally, too, one should judge institutional design not only by how far it stimulates appropriate
behaviour (turnout) and attitudes (trust) on the part of citizens, but also substantively by whether it
responds to their demands. Responsiveness can be operationalised in terms of policy congruence: the
proximity of policy demands made by citizens and the policy programmes introduced by governments.
While policy congruence has been the subject of many highly informative studies, we lack sufficient
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rulers, may not feel the need to participate at every election. In fact, they may
rationally decide to participate only when their own demands change or when
existing demands are in danger of being ignored (because a party representing
conflicting demands is poised to take office). On such scenarios, high trust would
be detrimental to, and not associated with, high turnout.?

So abstract arguments about the coexistence of a participatory and trustful
citizenry cut both ways. What about in practice; how far are high rates of
participation associated with high levels of trust? Or, is the relationship weaker,
suggesting that citizen attitudes and behaviour are largely independent of one
another, or even negative, with one condition existing at the expense of the
other?® Drawing on data from the British Election Study 1997 and the British
Social Attitudes 2001 surveys, 1 find a mild and positive relationship between the
two variables. Thus, those who express trust in government tend to participate
in elections at a slightly higher rate than those who express distrust. At the 2001
general election, for example, turnout was 73 per cent among those who said
they trusted government ‘most of the time’ or ‘always’, but only 64 per cent
among those who said they trusted government ‘only some of the time’ or
‘almost never’. The correlation between turnout and political trust is a modest,
but statistically significant, 0.19 in 1997 and 0.28 in 2001.*

The conclusion is that there is some overlap between citizens' political behaviour
(turnout) and their attitudes towards political institutions (trust). Those who
profess trust in their rulers are more likely to engage in elections than those
whose trust is lower. However, the relationship between the two is not very
strong; many people trust but without engaging, or engage but without trusting.
Thus, individual level data suggests that, while institutional reform is unlikely to

data in Britain for the period pre and post 1997 to conduct similar analysis in relation to the new
institutional configurations.

27 1t is often suggested that low trust might be associated with high participation, as citizens who are
discontented with their political agents engage en masse to eject them from office (see Norris, 1999b).
While this reasoning is fair, the goal set by political actors and commentators for constitutional reform
in Britain was to increase political trust by strengthening the responsiveness of core political
institutions. If successful, this would imply that citizens should, in the main, be trustful, irrespective
of the government in office at any one point in time. Citizen distrust would, on this argument,
indicate a belief that the institutions themselves were unresponsive, in which case mobilising to
change the government - by voting at an election - would make little difference.

28 gince my objective is to review whether institutional reform might stimulate participation and more
supportive attitudes (or only one, perhaps at the expense of the other), I merely test for evidence of
an association. Thus, can the conditions that stimulate high participation also stimulate high trust? I
am not interested in the causal relationship between turnout and trust. While cross-sectional analyses
(such as those reported here) suggest a mutual positive relationship, more extensive longitudinal
research suggests that changes in electoral participation - specifically, the decline in turnout across
countries since 1945 - are unrelated to levels of political trust (Franklin, 2004: ch5).

2 For similar results from cross-national analyses, see Dalton, 2004: 173-6; Norris, 2002: Table 5.5.
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stimulate turnout or trust at the expense of the other, it may not always boost
both at the same time. In fact, not all of the reforms introduced by the Labour
Government in Britain since 1997 are addressed at both together. Some are
primarily aimed at one, albeit with the potential for secondary effects on the
other. 1 therefore turn to the four reforms I consider in this work, to examine
how far each might be anticipated to affect turnout or trust or both together.

The four reforms I analyse are: The regulation of party funding (Chapter Three);
Electoral reform (Chapter Four); Devolution (Chapter Five), and; The direct
election of local mayors (Chapter Six). Why have I selected these reforms as my
case studies? The first reason is that they all represent significant changes to the
way political authority is exercised in Britain. This is clearly the case with
devolution and electoral reform. But even the regulation of party funding and the
introduction of directly elected mayors have major implications for political
agency, the first at the national level, the second at the local level. So the first
reason for my choices is that each is a significant reform in its own right. The
second reason, following on from the first, is that each may be thought likely to
affect the relations between governments and citizens. As set out in more detail
in the relevant individual chapters, each reform is intended - among other goals -
to encourage electoral participation (electoral reform, devolution and local mayors)
and/or to stimulate greater public trust (the regulation of party funding, electoral
reform, devolution and local mayors).

Moreover, each reform is designed to do so via a rather different route; the
selection of these four reforms thus has the virtue of highlighting the variety of
ways in which institutional design might affect the linkages between citizens and
governments. This issue is dealt with more fully in Chapter Two, so I only
prefigure this discussion here. All the reforms I deal with share a certain
commonality in falling within the representative model of democracy; none
institutes frequent and unmediated citizen voice in the manner of direct, or
participatory, democratic models. Three of the reforms assume a partisan basis
to the representative process, by operating within the confines of a party based
model of electoral competition. The partial exception is the mayoral model which,
as set out more fully in Chapter Six, opens the way for non-partisan forms of
electoral choice. The reforms also differ in the extent to which they provide
opportunities for citizen participation. A basic distinction here is between the new
party funding regime, which among the reforms does the least to upset the
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existing representative model, and the other three reforms, which provide in
varying degrees for greater participation.

These distinctions thus raise two issues about the relationship between
institutional design and citizen-government linkages. First, given the question
marks over the legitimacy of political parties as representative bodies (see
Chapter Two), are reforms that maintain their dominant role liable to fail in their
goal of strengthening public confidence and trust? Second, might similarly limited
effects be anticipated for reforms that fail to provide more extensive opportunities
for citizen participation? Taking these two issues together, we can ask whether
institutional reforms that operate within the representative model - based on
party dominated competitive elections - are capable of meeting the demands of
contemporary citizens in Britain? Or, is a more fundamental shift to a
participatory model - with or without the mediating role of political parties -
required? These are fascinating questions. Regrettably, they cannot be
answered conclusively, since the survey data available in Britain simply doesn't
allow for the required level and precision of analysis. But the questions - which
are set out in more detail in Chapter Two - hover over my examination of the
constitutional reforms, and I attempt at least a partial answer in the concluding
chapter.

The third and final reason for my selection of case studies is that each is covered
by at least some individual level data (although the extent of this varies between
the reforms, as will be seen in the specific chapters).*® The availability of survey
data means that we can explore the relationship between citizens' views on the
reforms and patterns of behaviour and attitudes. While aggregate data can be
used to gauge the impact of a reform on citizen behaviour - as I do at various
points in later chapters - it is a relatively blunt source of information, and
obviously cannot be used to enquire into the effect on citizen attitudes.

In sum, then, my case studies each represent important reforms to Britain's
governing arrangements, they collectively elucidate the different ways in which
institutional reform can shape the relationship between citizens and governments,

30 This contrasts with other elements of the post-1997 reform programme - such as the Human Rights
Act - even though these measures might plausibly be anticipated to have some positive effects on
citizens' attitudes towards political authority. The only other major reform that might be expected to
have such an effect - indeed, it was largely justified on the grounds of enhancing transparency and
trust - is freedom of information. However, the freedom of information provisions only came into
effect in January 2005, too late for my analysis, and have anyway been the subject of only very
limited previous public opinion surveys.
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and they are all the subject of a reasonable level of primary data, through which
empirical judgements can be reached.

One final issue demands coverage at this stage. This issue is best expressed in
the form of an objection: surely it is simply too early to judge the impact of the
constitutional reforms in Britain? After all, the reforms are still young. The oldest
- the creation of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly under new eiectoral
arrangements - dates back only to 1999, while new rules on party funding derive
from 2001, and elected mayors from 2002. How can we possibly reach

conclusions just six years, at best, into the reform process?

This objection has a common-sense logic. Citizens accustomed to the behaviour
of political agents under one set of rules are likely to reserve judgement on any
new rules until they observe how their agents’ activities change. Underlying such
doubts are more theoretical assumptions of ‘sociological’ or ‘cultural’” forms of
institutionalism. Put simply, these suggest that changes in political institutions do
not effect immediate shifts in behaviour on the part of citizens or elites, but
rather incremental processes of change that build up over time. In the case of
political elites, changes only occur once parties and their leaders begin to
appreciate, and work within, the new incentives and constraints under which they
now operate, a process that can take a considerable time (see Geddes, 1996 for
examples of behavioural ‘stickiness’ in the context of institutional reform in
developing countries). The process can take even longer for citizens, as
populations socialised into a dominant pattern of behaviour only slowly change
these patterns as new age cohorts replace older ones (for this argument, see the
brief discussion in Chapter Four of Mark Franklin’s analysis of turnout decline).

The common sense and theoretical objections clearly have much to commend
them. In real life, citizens are not simply highly rational and fully informed utility
maximisers, who change their behaviour immediately they are faced with new
incentives and constraints (see Norris, 2004: 7-22 for a pithy discussion of the
‘rational choice’ versus ‘cultural’ approaches to institutional design). Yet this is
not to admit that evaluations of short term institutional effects are somehow
baseless and misleading. For one, it could be argued that short term evaluations
are better at capturing pure ‘institutional effect’ than longer term judgements.
Thus, assuming that individuals at least in part conform to the informed utility
maximisers of rational choice theory, any short term shifts in attitudes or
behaviour can be thought of as representing a response to changing institutional
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conditions. Longer term shifts, by contrast, may be determined less by new
institutional conditions than by the performance of policy actors and the policy
outputs generated by these institutions. In other words, such performance and
policy evaluations may ‘contaminate’ responses to new institutional conditions,
which may be more accurately discerned in the short, rather than in the long,

term.

A more pragmatic response to the objection is simply to point to the provisional
nature of the results. Maybe ten or twenty years down the line, researchers will
be able to assess categorically how far the constitutional reforms have, or have
not, re-engaged citizens with governments (although again, the question would
remain of how far the measured effects are due to the new institutions
themselves, and how far to the performance of actors within these institutions?).
The limited timeframe of the reforms thus far means I cannot offer such definitive
conclusions here. What I attempt to do is to set out some of the data and
methodologies that one might employ in exploring the impact of institutional
reform on citizens’ engagement with the political system. Having reviewed this
data, I then make some judgements about what level of (re)engagement has
been stimulated in the short term. But my conclusions are highly tentative and
provisional. As I show in Chapters Three to Six, and return to in Chapter Seven,
the discernible institutional effects are, in many cases, very small. It may well be
that more pronounced effects only become apparent over time. But I offer the
following evaluations and results as initial judgements, and as baseline results on
which later, and more definitive, analyses can be based.
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Chapter 2
DO INSTITUTIONS MATTER?

In the previous chapter, I outlined the 'problem' (in the form of public disregard
for, and lack of engagement with, Britain's political institutions) and a potential
‘'solution' {systematic reform of those institutions). In the following four chapters,
I examine how far these solutions have, indeed, addressed the problem by
boosting levels of system support and electoral en'gagement. In this chapter, 1
take a step back to consider in more general terms whether institutional reform
can serve to stimulate closer linkages between citizens and their governments.
Should the claims made by policy actors and commentators in favour of
institutional reform be treated as realistic expectations, or as pious hopes? Is the
redesign of political institutions an appropriate response to declining trust and
participation?

The answer to these questions has, 1 suggest, two necessary components. The
first is to identify why political trust and electoral turnout have declined in the
first place. In particular, do the most convincing explanations for the
deterioration in public engagement leave room for an ameliorative role for
political institutions? Are the falls in political trust and electoral participation
attributabie to factors which might, in principle, be addressed by appropriately
(re)designed political institutions? Or, are the phenomena explicable in terms of
more fundamental considerations, such as social or demographic changes, in
which case institutional design might play little or no role? The second task is to
identify what kind of institutions might stimulate closer engagement between
citizens and governments. Can we identify what institutional arrangements tend
to maximise levels of citizen trust and participation in collective political
institutions? The answer to this latter question will obviously be instructive in
anticipating the likely impact of the constitutional reforms in Britain.

This chapter considers these two tasks. I begin by examining why there has been
a decline in recent years in levels of political trust and electoral turnout. I then
turn to the task of identifying optimal institutional configurations, and considering
what these suggest for the likely effects of Britain’s constitutional reforms.
Throughout, 1 consider theory and evidence drawn both from Britain and from
comparative studies. While we need to be clear about the explanations for
domestic trends, a comparative perspective is also useful. Often the domestic
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data is insufficient to reach firm conclusions, and evidence drawn from elsewhere
can help to compensate. Even where the domestic data is extensive, it is useful
to explore how far it matches the comparative data, and thus how robust it might
be.

THE CAUSES OF DECLINING CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT

Before taking at face value the claim that institutional reform can stimulate closer
linkages between citizens and their political system, let us examine some
alternative perspectives and some hard evidence. At the broad level, we don't
have to dig too deep before unearthing explanations for political outcomes that
accord little or no role to political institutions. There are a variety of accounts
that argue that political outcomes can be explained primarily in terms of broad
economic, social and cultural factors. These approaches were most prominent in
the 1950s and 1960s, when concerns with the robustness of democratic systems
prompted researchers to investigate the factors that underlay the instigation and
durability of representative democracies. These factors were often identified as
levels of economic development and types of social structure and cultural
attributes, rather than in terms of the nature and design of political institutions
(Rothstein, 1996: 139).>* More recent research has focused less on the durability
of democracy than on its vitality. But many studies have similarly pointed to the
primary causal role of such social factors as levels of associational membership,
or 'social capital' (Putnam, 1993). These accounts have in common the
explanation of political outcomes by reference to underlying behavioural or
structural factors, rather than to the existence and role of formal political
institutions. On these accounts, it would be difficult to see how Britain’s
democratic malaise - or, indeed, that facing other advanced countries - might be
properly addressed through the redesign of political institutions. However,
without delving into the history or contours of the revival of institutional analysis
(for overviews of which, see Goodin, 1996; Peters, 1999), I simply note that
there are now a variety of approaches that suggest the contrary; that institutions
'matter’. These accounts suggest that the existence and design of political
institutions systematically affect the way citizens behave, and thus generate
distinctive social outcomes.

31 For instance, Almond and Verba (1963: 498): "... the development of a stable and effective
democratic government depends upon more than the structure of government and politics; it depends
on the orientation that people have to the political process - upon the political culture”.
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This may be granted, yet doubts may remain about whether the design of
political institutions has any relevance to patterns of trust and turnout. To
substantiate their case, doubters may point to the fact that, while the institutional
configurations in advanced democracies differ widely, most are facing a common
problem of declining citizen engagement, manifested in falling levels of political
trust and electoral turnout (Dalton, 2004: 29-30; Franklin, 2004: 10-11).
Alternatively, if one were to focus on any particular western country, one might
find, in spite of stable political institutions, considerable fluctuations in levels of
trust and participation (as I showed in Chapter One in the case of Britain). Surely
these observations are enough to show that the design of political institutions is
essentially irrelevant for levels of citizen engagement with their political system?

This argument is misdirected, however. Few claim that institutions themselves
have precipitated the decline in trust across western countries (although for
examples of such claims, see Dalton, 2004: 194). A more common, and plausible,
argument is that changing economic and social conditions have generated shifts
in citizen expectations and values, in turn stimulating new and more intense
demands on national political systems. However, the systems themselves have
failed to adapt to these changes, and as a result are poorly equipped to respond
to the new demands being made of them. The net result is public discontent with
core political institutions. Thus, it is perfectly reasonable to argue that
institutions matter even when the essential stability of political institutions may
appear to belie this. Indeed, on this account, it is precisely because of
institutional inertia that distrust and non-participation have increased.

What support is there for such ‘institutionalist’ arguments in the case of the two
phenomena that are the focus of this work: the level of citizen trust in political
institutions, and the degree of participation in elections to these institutions? In
Chapter One, I noted that, on these two indicators, levels of citizen engagement
with governments in Britain and in other advanced countries have declined in
recent years. In order to establish what rejuvenative role institutional design
might play, we need to explore the causes of this decline. While there is some
overlap in the causal arguments mounted in relation to political trust and
electoral participation, there are also some differences. I therefore consider trust
and turnout separately.

There are three main accounts of why citizens in western democracies take a

dimmer view of their political institutions and agents today than a decade or so
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ago.*? The first is that the performance of these institutions and agents has either
declined, or has at least failed to keep pace with rising public expectations and
demands. Expectations might relate to outcomes or to processes. Judgements
that relate to outcomes take as reference points factors such as economic
performance, whether measured in 'egocentric' or ‘'sociotropic' terms.
Judgements about processes relate to factors such as'the responsiveness of
government to citizens' demands and the degree of (perceived) misconduct and
corruption among policy actors. The second account is linked to government
performance, but identifies the problem more squarely at the level of citizens
themselves, focusing on value change among the population. While there are
many variants on this theme, a common hypothesis is that, as a result of rising
education levels and declining social bonds and mores, people today - especially
the young - hold heightened expectations of the political system, while at the
same time enjoying weaker affective linkages with it. The combination of new
issue demands, plus looser bonds with the political system, has meant that
citizens are now more likely to be critical of political arrangements than
previously. The third account also focuses on changes at the broad social level.
However, it is less concerned with demands on the political system, than with
linkages between citizens themselves. On the social capital account, dwindling
citizen engagement in associational bodies stimulates a declining trust in one's
fellows. As people become less trustful of their fellow citizens, they also become
less willing to invest trust in their political agents and institutions. Thus, the
result of broad, long term social changes vyields negative results for citizens'
relations with government.

This is a very brief summary of a far wider literature, which identifies a range of
factors that are alleged to contribute to political distrust.** Nonetheless, while not
all of these factors are covered in the three headings above, my account does
capture the more plausible - and well documented - hypotheses. The important
point to note is that the three approaches have rather different implications for
the role that institutions might play. Both the government performance and
changing values accounts provide some role for political institutions. Thus, if
variations in trust are found to arise from changes in the responsiveness of

32 The timing, and magnitude, of the trends vary between countries. See Klingemann and Fuchs,
1995; Norris, 1999; Pharr and Putnam, 2000; and Dalton, 2004. The following section is based on
the discussion of the causes of declining trust in Dalton, 2004: ch3.

33 Factors other than economic conditions might enter into citizens' judgements about outcomes.
However, these factors are often difficult to measure; economic variables are usually preferred (Bok,
1997; Miller and Listhaug, 1999)

34 A number of other causal factors have been identified. See Listhaug, 1995; Listhaug and Wiberg,
1995; Pharr and Putnam, 2000; Norris, 1999; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2001, 2002.
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institutions - maybe arising from new issue demands among the public - then
redesigning these institutions to make them more responsive should, all other
things being equal, yield beneficial results. The same is true if distrust is found to
reflect increasing citizen perceptions of misconduct and corruption among office
holders. In both cases, institutional reform might exert a direct effect.®*® That is,
new political institutions might themselves stimulate a positive outcome, by
increasing institutional responsiveness and reducing opportunities for corruption.
However, if the root cause of rising distrust is the declining policy performance of
governments (relative to expectations), then we might anticipate the redesign of
political institutions playing a less central role. Rather, the role might be a less
significant, indirect one in which institutional reform promotes better policy
decisions, stimulating more positive economic outcomes, in turn encouraging
more supportive attitudes among citizens. While some examples of institutional
reform in Britain have been justified on such grounds,*® we could not expect all
the reforms introduced since 1997 to work in this way. Finally, the social capital
account provides political institutions with an even more meagre ameliorative role.
If the cause of declining trust is traced back to a progressive disengagement by
citizens from voluntary associations, it is difficult to see how the reform of core
political institutions might improve matters at all.

What evidence is there to support or reject these three broad accounts of
declining trust? Summarising considerably a wide body of empirical data, the
evidence from Britain and overseas suggests that social capital and economic
performance accounts do a relatively poor job of explaining the decline in political
trust. In the case of Britain, it is hard to argue that falling trust reflects
weakening social bonds, since levels of associational membership and social trust
have held up well over the last two decades or so (Hall, 1999; Newton, 1999:
175-6; Johnston and Jowell, 2001). In any case, most studies - British and
comparative - tend to find a weak relationship between social trust and political
trust (Newton, 1999: 179-80; Newton and Norris, 2000; Bromley et al, 2001).
The same is largely true when it comes to indicators of economic performance.
Comparative studies examine the relationship between performance and citizen
attitudes by reference either to aggregate level data or to individual level data.
While the results are not identical, both approaches tend to suggest a rather

35 Although the institutional reforms required to promote responsiveness and to reduce the incidence
of corruption will, of course, be very different. Hence the varied nature of the reforms considered in
chapters Three to Six.

36 The obvious example is the independence on monetary policy granted to the Bank of England in
1997. Another example would be the claims made in favour of decentralised government (see Labour
Party, 1996).
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modest relationship between economic outcomes and trust (Listhaug, 1995;
Listhaug and Wiberg, 1995; McAllister, 1999; Miller and Listhaug, 1999).*’

By comparison with the social capital and economic performance accounts,
government responsiveness appears to have a stronger relationship with trust.
Responsiveness is a difficult concept to operationalise and measure. But most
studies that try to overcome these difficulties — for example by identifying the
relative positions of parties, governments and voters on an ideological scale -
tend to suggest that lack of responsiveness does contribute to low trust, whether
measurement are taken at one point in time or over time (Listhaug, 1995; Dalton,
2004: ch7). In turn, government unresponsiveness can be traced back to the
increased demands made on the political system (for example, by voters as a
result of changing values and expectations), rather than to a decline in the ability
of the system to respond (Listhaug, 1995; Listhaug and Wiberg, 1995; Dalton,
2004).*® Just as unresponsive institutions appear to corrode citizens' political
trust, so too does perceived misconduct on the part of political agents. There is
strong evidence to support this hypothesis for other countries (on Japan, see
Pharr, 2000), although little evidence is available in Britain (but see Chapter
Three). However, the hypothesis is at least consistent with the particularly sharp
decline in political trust among Britons in the early to mid-1990s (Chart 1.4), at
the time when there was a strong media focus on issues of 'sleaze’ among
politicians (Dunleavy et al, 1995).

On this - admittedly highly condensed - account of a wide empirical base, how far
are the dominant causal explanations of declining political trust consistent with a
role for political institutions? The answer is in the main a positive one. Accounts
of political trust that appear to leave little role for institutional design - such as
the social capital and economic performance theories - have been found to
perform rather poorly. Accounts which leave rather more room foi' the potential
ameliorative role of political institutions - notably accounts of government
responsiveness and behaviour - appear to perform better.

What about the determinants of my second key indicator of citizen-government
linkages, electoral participation? There have been a huge number of studies
seeking to explain why individuals participate at elections in certain

37 A broadly similar finding is reached in Pattie and Johnston's (2001) analysis of political trust in
Britain, although Clarke et al (2004: 302-9) suggest that evaluations of economic and social
performance are a rather stronger predictor of attitudes towards the political system.
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circumstances but not in others. Given constraints of space, I can do no more
than summarise some of the main approaches and principal findings, drawing on
recent British (Heath and Taylor, 1999; Johnston and Pattie, 2001; Pattie and
Johnston, 2001a; Clarke et al, 2004: chs7-8) and comparative (Franklin, 2002,
2004: chl; Norris, 2002: ch2, 2004: chs 1 and 7) studies. These studies tend to
identify three broad factors that shape turnout. The first emphasises qualities of
voters themselves, notably the resources - skills, time, money - they command
and the values and orientations they hold (for example, the balance between
'material' and 'postmaterial' attitudes, and the level of trust in the political
system). The second focuses on the role of mobilising agencies, such as political
parties, organised interest groups and information agencies such as the media.
The third stresses the context of the election itself, covering both the rules under
which it is held, and the importance, or 'salience’, of the contest.

As in the case of political trust, some of these broad accounts are more
commensurate with a role for institutional design than others. Thus, if low or
declining turnout is explicable predominantly in terms of changes in the resources
commanded by voters, this suggests rather little ameliorative role for core
political institutions. Similarly, if turnout is primarily determined by the activities
of mobilising agencies, the design of political institutions might be expected to
have only a weak effect. However, if turnout is primarily dependent on the
context within which an election takes place - in other words, its rules or salience
- institutions might be expected to play a more central role.

Which of these broad explanations hold sway? Many studies show that individual
resources and the mobilising role of agencies significantly shape rates of electoral
participation (for Britain, see Clarke et al, 2004: ch7; comparatively, see Norris,
2002: chb, 2004: ch7). However, fluctuations in turnout over time tend also to
reflect changes in electoral context, in particular the level of electoral competition.
As Franklin (2004: 206) puts it, "Turnout appears to vary because of variations in
the character of elections, not because of variations in the character of society ...".
Thus, short term shifts in participation are predominantly attributable to
variations in the costs and benefits of voting.* In particular, if one election
presents voters with a close race between clearly delineated parties, this will

38 Although some argue that globalisation has weakened the ability of governments to respond to
citizens' demands (Scharpf, 1999).

39 Although longer term trends - such as the decline in turnout across western democracies over the
past two or three decades - are also influenced by social and demographic changes, such as the
lowering of the voting age after the mid-1960s, and the introduction into the electorate of the 'baby
boom' generation at around the same time (Franklin, 2004).
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likely stimulate a higher rate of participation than if the election is a foregone
conclusion contested by parties offering similar proposals (Heath and Taylor,
1999; Pattie and Johnston, 2001a; Clarke et al, 2004: ch7). On the other hand,
turnout will be negatively affected if government formation is unresponsive to
electoral choices. In a fragmented or uncohesive party system, electoral
competition may not be decisive for government, since the critical process will
occur after the election - through coalition bargaining - rather than arising
directly from the election itself (Powell, 1982: ch4; Franklin, 2004).

Thus, while explanations of electoral turnout identify a number of reasons why
participation among western democracies has declined recently, most leave at
least some room for the role of political institutions. In particular, institutions
help shape the 'salience' of an election; the extent to which the preferences
expressed by citizens are likely to be decisive for government and policy
outcomes. I turn in the following sections to consider the institutional conditions
in which decisiveness is maximised. All I note here is that the recent falls in
turnout - in Britain as well as among other advanced democracies - appear to
have been caused in part by a decline in the competitiveness of elections, a
causal factor to which institutional reform might, in principle at least, offer some
sort of remedy.

THE OPTIMAL DESIGN OF POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

Having established that the design of political institutions may be expected to
exert systematic effects on levels of citizen trust and participation, the issue
arises of what sort of institutions? In general terms, we may say that citizens are
likely to invest trust in, and participate in elections to, political institutions when
they believe these institutions are responsive to their demands. If institutions
and agents are perceived to be unresponsive, it would be rational for citizens to
withhold their trust, and to opt-out of participating in collective decisions. But
under what conditions are institutions most likely to be seen as being responsive?
Under what circumstances is it rational for citizens to trust their agents, and to
participate in their selection?+

These questions have been posed, albeit often couched in different terms, for
over two thousand years. In the space here, I cannot hope to cover even a

%% Some deny that it can be rational for citizens to trust political rulers or political institutions, and
thus question whether it makes sense to design institutions to try and achieve this end (Hardin, 1999).
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minute proportion of the analyses offered, and conclusions reached. Instead, I
focus on a limited number of explanations for why certain political institutions
might perform better than others. One of the most cogent explanation - in
theoretical terms and for its applicability across various institutional forms - is the
'Principal-Agent’ model drawn from rational choice accounts of political and
economic decision making. I therefore spend some time in outlining the main
conclusions of this model, and in exploring their implications for the British
reforms. I also use Principal-Agent accounts to set up a broader analytical
distinction, namely that between institutional arrangements that concentrate
political power and those that disperse political power. This distinction is
apparent in Principal-Agent models of delegated authority. But it is made more
explicit in the well known typologies offered by Bingham Powell and Arend
Lijphart among others, that contrast ‘majoritarian’ with ‘proportional’ or
‘consensus’ forms of decision making. These frameworks are, as will be seen,
useful means by which to analyse the effects of the constitutional reforms in
Britain.

But the success or otherwise of these accounts hinges not simply on their
theoretical rigour or quality of their postulates, but on how they perform in
practice. Thus, alongside a delineation of abstract models of institutional effects,
I also consider what empirical evidence exists to support their conclusions. While
the data on how institutions affect the nature of citizen-government linkages is
not always as extensive as one might wish, it is sufficient to allow us to explore
the validity of the main abstract accounts. Thus, I combine theoretical and
empirical analysis in the task of determining the nature of optimal institutional
arrangements. In the light of this information, we will be in a good position to
anticipate the likely effect of the reforms introduced since 1997 in Britain.

However, these reforms are multifaceted, and cannot be understood wholly
through the terms of either Principal-Agent accounts or concentrated-dispersed
models of political authority. So I conclude the chapter by introducing two
further considerations, or frames of reference, that I hope provide for a fuller
understanding of Britain's constitutional reforms. The first concerns the extent to
which representation and decision making is oriented around partisan political
actors, namely the political parties. This frame of reference is concerned with the
extent to which the links between citizens and social outcomes are mediated by
partisan bodies. I explore some accounts that are highly critical of the role of
political parties, and which commend non-partisan forms of linkage. This sets the
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scene for the analysis of one reform that arguably builds on these critiques,
namely directly elected mayors at the local level, explored in Chapter Six. The
second frame of reference concerns the degree of popular participation in
collective decision making. This frame is concerned with the extent of citizens'
opportunities to register their political preferences. Again, I outline some
concerns at the limitation on these opportunities in contemporary Britain, and the
call for more extensive forms of citizen participation. To rehearse an argument
developed more fully in Chapter Two, none of the constitutional reforms
considered in this work does much to increase the degree of citizen participation
or 'voice' in collective decisions. So the argument about participatory
opportunities does not appear in any of the case study chapters (Chapters Three
to Six). Rather, it reappears in the concluding chapter in the context of whether
further changes to Britain’s political system - beyond the existing institutional
reforms - might be required to re-engage its citizens.

Models of political authority: Theory and evidence

In seeking to establish what kind of institutional arrangements might be most
conducive to an engaged citizenry, I draw for primary theoretical insights on the
Principal-Agent model, derived from rational choice accounts of political authority.
The model is particularly useful to my concerns here, since it seeks to identify the
institutional conditions in which political leaders (agents) are responsive to the
demands of citizens (principals). The Principal-Agent model thus explores the
conditions in which citizens may feel it appropriate to invest trust in their leaders,
and to participate in their selection (the twin dependent variables of this study).
The model begins with the observation that, in a system of delegated, or
representative, democracy the principal always runs the risk that their goals will
not be acted on by their agents. Given the asymmetries in information between
the principal and her agent (Muller, Bergman and Strom, 2003), and thus the risk
that deviant or lax behaviour by the agent may go undetected, this leaves the
principal open to 'agency loss'.

Given these risks, why delegate at all? Surely the costs involved in delegating
responsibility are such that a direct form of democracy - in which citizens take
decisions on their own behalf rather than through representatives - is to be
preferred? While theorists in the rational choice tradition, attuned to the perils of
delegation, tend to sympathise with this position, they usually point to the high
transaction and opportunity costs inherent in any system of direct decision
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making. In addition, delegation has a more positive dividend, since agents are
likely to be "more public-spirited, conscientious and competent than those whom
they represent" (Brennan and Hamlin, 2000: 180).

Thus, it is rational for decision making to be delegated to others, although
citizens must ensure that their wishes continually drive the behaviour of these
agents. They can do so in two ways. The first is to select only those agents
whose characteristics or behaviour lead the principal to believe will yield
beneficial outcomes. The risk here is that principals do not select the right agents
to do the job; a problem known as 'adverse selection'. The second is to ensure
that, once in position, the agent continues to act in accordance with the
principal's interests. The risk is that they do not, either by shirking or by
pursuing divergent policies or attempting to extract rents; a problem known as
'moral hazard'. Institutions help reduce the risk of such agency loss by
introducing incentives as a reward for virtuous behaviour, and by imposing costs
to deter deviant behaviour (Pettit, 1996). More specifically, institutions minimise
the risk of adverse selection by helping to secure appropriate agents. Since these
institutions do their work prior to the delegation process, they are known as ex
ante institutions. Institutions also reduce the risks of moral hazard, by
constraining agents once delegation has taken place; ex post institutions
(Brennan and Hamlin, 2000: 68-76; Strom, 2003).

Ex ante institutions help allocate appropriate agents to positions of discretionary
power. They do so by enabling citizens to screen potential candidates for
government, and by entering into a contract that stipulates what the agent will do
to serve the principal's ends (Strom, 2003). The basic mechanism used in the
selection process is competition; electoral in the case of a political relationship,
financial (eg. auctions) in the case of an economic relationship. Elections
encourage potential agents to put their policy proposals before the principal, who
makes a selection based on the attractiveness of the proposals and the credibility
of the agent. The form taken by the screens and contracts depends on the
nature of the electoral competition. In a system dominated by strong political
parties, these collective agencies will screen potential representatives, with voters
then selecting between the parties on the basis of their candidates and the
contract on offer (the election manifesto). In a system of weak parties, electoral
competition will be between individual candidates, and voters themselves will
screen the competing agents (Muller, 2000). Similarly, the contract that voters
enter into depends on the electoral system. Thus, a ballot structure providing for
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multiple preferences allows voters to send a complex set of signals to the parties,
while a structure based on a single preference restricts these signals (Mitchell,
2000).

The task of restraining the agént once they have assumed authority falls to ex
post institutions. While the primary mechanism of ex ante control is the screen,
its ex post counterpart is the sanction. As its name suggests, this mechanism
allows the principal to punish an agent who has not fulfilled the terms of their
contract. The most obvious means of doing so is to eject the agent from office at
the end of their electoral term. Just as effective screens require the principal to
have good knowledge of the competing agents and their promises, so effective
sanctions depend on the ability of the principal to monitor their agent’s activities.
This requires the agent to provide information about their activities, notably
through such institutions as freedom of information regimes and registers
covering the pecuniary interests of elected members. Since it is usually too
costly for the principal to monitor all their agent's activities themselves, this role
is often entrusted to a variety of third parties, such as parliamentary committees,
opposition parties and independent audit and scrutiny bodies (Lupia and
McCubbins, 2000; Lupia, 2003; Strom, 2003).

Monitoring provides the principal with the information they need to evaluate how
well their agent has performed in office, and whether they deserve reward or
punishment. Assuming that voters do, indeed, use this information to sanction
poor performing administrations*, the very fact of monitoring should impel the
agent to comply with their electoral contract. But even so, screening and
sanctioning agents via elections is unlikely to be sufficient. As Brennan and
Hamlin (2000: 224) note, "Electoral competition, even when optimally deployed,
is unlikely to deliver perfect government; the elected will generally retain some
discretionary power to depart from the wishes of the electorate. It is here that
the further quest for constitutional protection via the separation of powers
begins".*? The separation of authority depends on executive functions being
allocated to distinct agents - to judges, members of a second chamber, a sub-
national tier of government, even the public itself via referendum provisions -
rather than being concentrated in a single agent. In Tsebelis's (2002) terms, this
means establishing 'veto players' within the political system.

“t And, unfortunately for democratic theory, often they do not (Przeworski, Stokes and Manin, 1999).
42 James Madison: "A dependence on the people is no doubt the primary control on the government;
but experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.” (Federalist Papers, 51).
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Thus, in a delegated relationship, political institutions can reduce the risk of
agency loss by providing for ex ante competition (screens and contracts) and ex
post constraints (sanctions and checks). How do the two types of mechanism
relate to one another? Specifically, how far are different political systems based
on one form of mechanism or the other - or are they combined together - and
what benefits and drawbacks accrue to each?

Parliamentary forms of democracy tend to be based on strong ex ante controls
rather than on extensive ex post constraints. This is particularly true of
'Westminster' variants of the parliamentary model, in which political authority is
concentrated in a unified agent (single party cabinet governments), with few or
no significant external checks. Instead, the electoral process screens and sorts
agents, with disciplined political parties ensuring subsequent compliance with the
terms of the electoral contract (Muller, 2000). The strength of the parties and
the singularity of agency mean that, in theory at least, ex ante electoral
competition is capable of minimising agency loss across all stages of the
delegatory process.* In contrast, presidential regimes incorporate stronger ex
ante institutional checks on political authority. Here, agency loss relies less on a
screening process via competitive elections, than on formal constraints that follow
from distributing power across multiple agents. Some parliamentary systems
base themselves on both strong political parties (ex ante competition) and extra-
parliamentary checks and balances (ex post constraints) (Strom, 2003). But,
across west European countries at least, there appears to be a trade off between
the two forms of control; the stronger the role of partisan political competition,
the fewer the formal constraints on government (Strom et al, 2003b).

In abstract terms, this trade-off is unsurprising. The risk of agency loss can be
reduced - though not entirely eliminated - through either ex ante competition or
ex post constraints; if one set of mechanisms is thoroughly implemented, there
will be less imperative for the other. Indeed, the very factors that promote
strong ex ante controls (responsiveness and accountability via cohesive parties
and unified government) are undermined by strong constraints of the ex post
variety (checks and balances via the separation or partition of authority).** For

*3 There are four stages to the delegatory ‘chain’: from voters to elected representatives, from
representatives in parliament to the executive, from the collective executive (cabinet) to individual
ministers, and from ministers to officials (Muller, Bergman and Strom, 2003).

** For example, Germany, where political power is divided between the government, the sub-national
lander, the Bundesrat and the constitutional court.

45 In addition, political systems based on ex ante rather than ex post controls tend to score highly in
terms of 'efficiency’ or 'delivery'. Thus, decisions reflecting the views of the majority of the population
can be introduced, rather than being constrained by minority groups. The less extensive the veto
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Brennan and Hamlin, the two forms of citizen control operate on a distinct logic,
representing the "opposite sides of a coin" (2000: 84). Thus, while screening
"relies on the incumbent being given space in which to exercise discretion ...
sanctioning mechanisms operate by restricting such space" (ibid: 86). Under
ideal arrangements, then, political systems should attempt to minimise agency
loss either through strong party government and electoral competition, or
through extensive institutional constraints on the executive, but not through both
(Brennan and Hamlin, 2000: 252-4; Strom, 2003).

Underlying the ex ante and ex post constraints is a distinction between
institutional arrangements that concentrate authority in a single agent ~ which,
by virtue of a unified chain of delegation and strong electoral controls, ensure
compliance with the principal’s wishes - and arrangements that disperse
authority between multiple agents or principals — which prevent agency loss by
limiting, and imposing checks on, the exercise of discretionary power. This
distinction between concentrated and dispersed power has close affinities with the
well known delineation between different forms or models of democracy made by
Bingham Powell and Arend Lijphart, among others. Lijphart couches his typology
in terms of *‘majoritarian’ or 'consensus' models of democracy; Powell’s terms are
similar though not identical: 'majoritarian’, and either 'representational’ (Powell,
1982), or 'proportional' (Powell, 2000) models.*

On these accounts, governments are responsive either when they are selected by
a majority among the population (the 'majoritarian' model), or by as many of the
population as feasible (the 'proportional' model). The majoritarian model
assumes the existence of a 'popular will', the task of competitive elections being
to identify this, and ensure its translation into a government outcome. Whichever
party wins the election must then enjoy a relatively untrammelled exercise of
power, to ensure the election 'mandate’ is carried out. By providing for a direct
link between voter preferences and government outcomes, the majoritarian
model is held to provide the conditions in which governments are responsive and
accountable to their citizens. The key institutions underpinning the majoritarian

points, the greater the capacity of the system to deliver what citizens want, or at least what the
majority of them want (Brennan, 1997; Rockman, 1997; Tsebelis, 2002). Also, systems based on ex
ante controls tend to institute fewer potentially self-defeating incentives than systems based on ex
post constraints. These constraints may undermine intrinsic motivations for agents to behave in a
trustworthy manner, replacing them with extrinsic incentives that produce less optimal results (Pettit,
1996; Brennan, 1997; Strom, 2003).

8 Since the elucidation of these models that follows draws on Powell (2000), I use the terminology he
employs there.
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model are a restricted party system, single party governments and a unitary
distribution of political power (Lijphart, 1999: 243-6).

By contrast, the 'proportional’' model is more sceptical about the notion of a clear
popular will, seeing public attitudes as more diverse. On its terms, the political
system should be organised to take account of these multiple strands of opinion,
entailing the dispersal, rather than the concentration, of power. This is achieved
through the electoral system - with proportional voting rules ensuring a close
correspondence between the distribution of citizen preferences and government
outcomes - and through extra-electoral institutions that provide an additional
means for minority demands to be heard. A key role here is played by the
existence of multiple parties, coalition governments, a federal distribution of
authority (Lijphart, 1999: 243-6) and a 'strong' legislature, containing powerful
subject and scrutiny committees (Strom, 1990).

The distinction made in Principal-Agent accounts between ex ante and ex post
forms of political control does not mirror exactly the distinction between
majoritarian and proportional models of democracy. For a start, there is some
cut-across between the categories used. Thus, for example, the use of a
proportional electoral system is central to the definition and operation of
Lijphart’s ‘consensus’ form of democratic rule; yet the use of proportional voting
systems is also accommodated within the Principal-Agent account as one means
of ensuring tighter ex ante controls, via the ‘signalling’ of complex voter
preferences. In addition, while Principal-Agent models are primarily concerned
with issues of agency, Lijphart’s analysis of majoritarian and consensus models
largely ignores these considerations, focusing instead on the degree of
representation provided to distinct social groups (Strom et al, 2003a: 737-9).

‘However, Powell’s (2000) analysis of competing democratic models is concerned

with issues of agency as much as with issues of representation. And if we
summarise Principal-Agent considerations as a contrast between institutions that
minimise agency loss through partisan influence, and those that work through
external constraints, there are very direct parallels with the majoritarian and
proportional/consensus distinctions made by Powell and Lijphart. What we are
left with, then, are two accounts of political institutions — one drawn from abstract,
deductive reasoning (Principal-Agent models), one drawn from inductive analysis
(majoritarian-proportional models) - that cohere around a similar distinction: that
between arrangements that ensure responsiveness by concentrating political
power, and those that work by dispersing political power.
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There is considerable value in extending (or rather compressing) the discussion of
the Principal-Agent model into this basic distinction. For, while it may not do
justice to all the considerations involved in Principal-Agent style theorising, it
does allow us to establish a basic trade-off. This asks whether the linkages
between citizens and governments are healthier under concentrated (majoritarian)
or dispeirsed (proportional) forms of political authority? This contrast allows us to
delineate rather more clearly the likely effects of the constitutional reforms in
Britain. It also enables us to explore the comparative empirical evidence on the
effects of different political arrangements, since this evidence is often couched in
terms of concentrated and dispersed forms of authority.

Let me address this evidence. What does data collected from comparative
analysis suggest for the relative merits of concentrated and dispersed political
arrangements? The focus of many of these analyses is on the institutions that
translate citizen demands into social outcomes. Thus, the basic independent, or
explanatory, variables are often the party system or the electoral rules. On the
one hand, relatively concentrated party systems are held to promote responsive
governments, and thus to stimulate more supportive political attitudes (Weil,
1989; Anderson, 1998) and higher rates of electoral participation (Powell, 1982).
On the other, the use of proportional electoral rules is held to increase the
incentives to participate, by minimising the chances of votes being 'wasted’
(Powell, 1982). Proportional voting rules also allow for the 'entry' of new parties,
helping to contain any voter discontent within the political system, in turn
minimising negative attitudes (Miller and Listhaug, 1990). Another way of
expressing the same underlying idea draws on the notion of electoral ‘winners’
and ‘losers’; those who gain government representation following an election, and
those who do not. While majoritarian systems maximise the size of the ‘win’,
proportional systems attempt to maximise the number of winners (Anderson and
Guillory, 1997; Norris, 1999a).

In practice, I suggest that the evidence fails to find fully for either the
majoritarian or proportional models. Lijphart's cross-national analysis suggests
that consensus systems outperform majoritarian ones when it comes to levels of
satisfaction with democracy and electoral participation (Lijphart, 1999: 276-87).
Note, however, that these distinctions in performance arise from variations in the
electoral system, party system and types of executive cabinet (Lijphart's
'executives-parties' dimension), rather than from variations in the
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decentralisation of power or existence of checking institutions (the 'federal-
unitary' dimension) (ibid: 293).

Analyses of specific political institutions lend some support to Lijphart's
commendation of consensus arrangements over majoritarian ones. Thus, there is
some evidence that citizen support for political institutions is higher under
proportional electoral rules and multi-party systems, in which parties differentiate
themselves, and which facilitate the 'entry’ of new parties, thus channelling
voters' discontent within the system (Miller and Listhaug, 1990; Anderson, 1998).
Other studies find that proportional voting methods - which increase the incentive
to participate by reducing 'wasted' votes - are associated with higher rates of
electoral turnout than majoritarian or plurality rules (Powell, 1982: ch4; Blais and
Carty, 1990; Blais and Dobrzynska, 1998; Franklin, 2002). While there are few
studies that go beyond the electoral and party systems to examine the effect of
dispersing political power on levels of political support, one study that does shows
attitudes to be more positive under decentralised than under centralised
arrangements (Strom et al, 2003a: 730).

However, in other analyses, the representational virtues of dispersed institutional
arrangements appear to be counter-balanced by the accountability afforded by
concentrating political power. Thus, Norris (1999a) finds that political support is
higher in countries that use plurality voting rules than in those using proportional
ones.*” Similarly, both electoral participation and political support has been found
to be higher in countries characterised by a two party, or moderate multi-party,
system than in countries where the party system is more fragmented (Weil, 1989,
Norris, 1999a, 2002: ch4). And the more that political power is dispersed - either
through the territorial decentralisation of power, or through the establishment of
veto points such as an active second chamber - the lower the levels of political
support (Norris, 1999a) and the rates of electoral participation (Jackman, 1987;
Blais and Dobrzynska, 1998; Franklin, 2004: 142-44).

So the comparative evidence fails to point to a clear dividend for institutional
arrangements that either concentrate or disperse political power. The often
contradictory nature of the findings may be a product of variations in the
research design (selection of cases, data and analytical methods used etc), but
may also point to the contingent nature of the effects. Thus, institutions may

47 To complicate the picture still further, a recent analysis suggests that the type of electoral system
makes no difference to variations in political support (Listhaug et al, 2002).
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yield a particular outcome in one country or at one point in time, but may not do
so in or at another.

THE EFFECTS OF INSTITUTIONAL REFORM IN BRITAIN

Thus far, I have outlined some theoretical rationales that account for why
particular institutional arrangements should have systematic effects on the
relations between citizens and their governments. I suggested that these
rationales could be broadly summarised in terms of a basic trade-off between
arrangements that concentrated political power, and those that dispersed political
power. Not only is this distinction clear in conceptual terms, it also exerts
significant leverage in empirical terms. Most studies that examine the nature of
citizen-government linkages under concentrated or dispersed political
arrangements tend to conclude that these arrangements are significantly
associated with such indicators as citizen attitudes and levels of electoral
participation. However, I have shown there to be little agreement on which set of

arrangements yields the greatest dividend.

What conclusions does this suggest for Britain, whose political institutions have
undergone radical reform in recent years? What predictions should we make
about the likely impact of these reforms on levels of citizen engagement?

Traditionally at least, Westminster style political arrangements have provided a
relatively effective means of minimising agency loss. Thus, strong, internally
disciplined political parties, ensure individual representatives are closely screened,
and that appropriate contracts are designed to ensure compliant behaviour. In
addition, the singular nature of agency provides a strong link between electoral
choices and policy outputs. As Strom (2003: 94) observes, "Party cohesion under
a Westminster system allows voters to make reasonably well-informed choices
and ensures a certain amount of responsiveness and accountability in
government". Later in the same volume, having reviewed institutional
arrangements across west European countries, the authors conclude that "..
Westminster democracy certainly has its share of problems, but it is important to
recognise the democratic purpose of its party cohesion, competition and
hierarchy" (Strom, Muller and Bergman, 2003a: 738).

What are the 'problems' referred to by Strom and his colleagues? The main

drawback of Westminster style arrangements is their relative lack of
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'transparency’, reflecting the internalisation of decision making within the
governing party and cabinet. Under such arrangements, there is little compulsion
to open up decisions to public scrutiny, unlike in systems involving separated
powers - such as presidential models - where decision are more public by virtue
of the negotiated nature of the governing process. As a result, principals in a
Westminster style system find it more difficult to monitor the actions of their
agents. To compound the problem, many Westminster systems lack oversight
bodies that can force the agent to divulge important information, and most lack
the kind of institutional checks that can prevent the agent from undertaking
activities that damage the principal's interests (Strom, 2003).

These drawbacks would not be so pressing if the traditional virtues of the
Westminster model were as apparent today as a few decades ago. But they are
not. In particular, the key role of the political parties in providing for ex ante
accountability is now weaker than before. While the parties may have maintained
their office-filling capacity at the legislative and executive levels, their links with
the electorate have deteriorated. Both in Britain (Saalfeld, 2003) and in other
advanced parliamentary systems (Strom et al, 2003b), political parties no longer
offer the consistent electoral choices they once did, instead increasingly adapting
core beliefs to reflect growing volatility of choice among the electorate. Nor, in
the case of Britain, does the electoral system itself provide the same
responsiveness, ensuring that small shifts in public opinion are decisive for
government outcomes. And even in office, the parties are less cohesive and
disciplined than before, again weakening the link between the choices that voters
make and the actions of governments (Saalfeld, 2003). Overall, these
shortcomings undermine the ability of the 'party government’ model to minimise
agency loss within a situation of delegated responsibility.

How might these shortcomings be overcome so that the political system ensures
that social outcomes are responsive to the demands of citizens? If institutions of
‘concentrated' political authority (eg. a two party system, strong executive
government, limited decentralisation of power) are failing to provide for a
responsive political system, one option would be to strengthen the nature of
electoral competition, by extending the opportunities for citizens to engage in ex
ante selection and preference expression. Thus, the power of dominant parties
might be weakened, and electoral competition enhanced, by restrictions on the
financial resources that parties can use to mobilise support at elections. Such
restrictions on campaign finance would help remove the distortions to electoral
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competition, facilitating the 'entry' of new parties into the electoral marketplace.
Introducing greater transparency to campaign finance might also stimulate public
trust in the role of parties and elections, although citizens may remain concerned
about the potential for agency loss under any arrangements short of full collective

(ie. state) provision of campaign resources (see Chapter Three).

Political agents may become more responsive to citizens if the latter are given
additional opportunities to signal their preferences. This is one of the main
arguments for the decentralisation of political authority, a rationale invoked in
Britain to justify the devolution of power to Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland,
London and the English regions.*® The rationale was strongest in the case of
Scotland, where it was argued that distinctive policy preferences could only be
accommodated by a dedicated political authority, over which the population could
exert greater control. Similar arguments had less conviction when it came to
Wales and London, resulting in a weaker set of institutions in these areas, and a
very cautious approach in the case of the English regions. But while
decentralised political authority allows for distinctive preferences to be signalled
more clearly - and thus for political agents to be more responsive - this may
come at a cost. Decentralised arrangements may increase the complexity of
government for citizens, serving to blur lines of responsibility and weaken the
accountability of decision makers (Chapter Five).

The competing desiderata of preference expression and competitive elections, on
the one hand, and clarity of responsibility and accountability, on the other, are
even starker when it comes to the rules used for elections. Thus, systems of
proportional representation serve to increase the marginal utility of individual
votes and the representational equality of parties. Both help stimulate levels of
electoral competition, and thus the incentives for citizens to participate. However,
what is gained in terms of competition may be lost when it comes to control over
governments, specifically the decisiveness of elections for government outcomes.
As with devolution, the institutional reforms introduced in Britain since 1997 have
only partially affected the nature of the electoral rules, making it difficult to
predict aggregate effects. Thus, while proportional electoral rules have been
introduced for devolved and European elections, a form of plurality rule remains

“8 The ability of citizens to register their preferences in relation to specific policy areas has also been
invoked in extending the electoral principle to some local service providing bodies. Thus, at the local
level, citizens in Britain now have the opportunity to elect board members of urban regeneration
schemes and some Foundation hospitals, while proposals have been put forward to extend this model
to organisations such as health boards, the police and schools (see Financial Times, 19" June 2003).
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in place for Westminster contests. Moreover, even the variants of PR now in
place hardly extend voters' ability to enter into more complex electoral contracts
with their political agents. In particular, those casting their ballot at the devolved
or European elections have no means of registering their preferences in ordinal
fashion, since the lists on offer allow only for a simple nominal decision (the lists
are 'closed' rather than ‘open'). Thus, the new electoral arrangements in Britain
mark a compromise between concentrated and diffuse forms of political authority.
The effects are considered in Chapter Four.

So the constitutional reforms introduced since 1997 arguably minimise agency
loss by increasing levels of ex ante preference expression and political
competition. They also perform a similar role through the strengthening of
previously weak ex post constraints.# The level of these constraints in Britain
were, until 1997, very limited.*® But since then, they have been extended, in two
directions: towards helping principals to monitor their agents, and towards
constraining the activities of these agents.

In parliamentary systems, monitoring and checking of the agent are often done
internally - within the political parties and government - rather than externally by
a third party. Strom (2003) notes that internal monitoring is generally weak,
since the monitoring institutions, such as parliamentary committees and
ombudsmen, are often subject to direct or indirect partisan control. While some
attempts have been made to bolster the oversight role of the House of Commons,
there remains an informational asymmetry between the legislature (here, the
principal) and the executive (the agent) (Saalfeld, 2003). To compensate for this,
there has been a move to monitoring by third parties. Such "accountability
agencies" (Manin et al, 1999) include bodies responsible for information (eg. a
statistics agency), oversight (eg. an electoral commission) and audit (eg. a
budgetary office). But while agencies such as the Statistics Commission,
Electoral Commission and National Audit Office greatly increase the amount of

For analysis of the first direct elections to New Deal for the Community projects, see Rallings et al,
2004.

*3 There has been a general move across western Europe towards stronger ex post institutional
constraints on political authority, reflecting the declining vitality of party based ex ante forms of
controls on political agents (Scharpf, 1999). In Scharpf's terminology, this represents a shift away
from 'input oriented' legitimations of political authority, in which government is justified on the basis
of popular involvement in, and consent to, collective decisions. In its place, legitimacy is now
increasingly conferred through 'output oriented' means, namely the extent to which governments can
maximise the common welfare, subject to constraints on their power.

50 Strom and his colleagues quantify this by showing that, prior to 1997, political authority in Britain
faced the lowest degree of external constraint (measured by such factors as the level of sub-national
government consumption, central bank independence and judicial review) of the 17 west European
countries reviewed (Strom et al, 2003b: 699).
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information provided about agents' activities, their role is compromised by being
subject to partisan control (in the case of government statistics at least).

Monitoring of the agent by citizens themselves may depend on forcing their
representatives to disclose information about themselves. One example of this is
the establishment in 2004 of a Register of Member's Interests, whereby MPs were
obliged to declare any external financial interests that might be thought to
compromise their duty to voters. More significant is the introduction in 2005 of a
Freedom of Information regime, compelling public bodies to release information
and data requested by individuals and organisations. Again, however, while this
regime greatly enhances the ability of the principal to monitor the actions of their
agents in principle, its effect is compromised in practice by the extensive nature
of the derogations from its coverage.

As with the monitoring function, the reforms introduced in Britain in recent years
have at first glance significantly enhanced the number of institutional constraints
within the political system. These constraints can be thought of as either
partitions (where power is divided among multiple principals) or as checks (where
the division is between multiple agents) (Strom, 2003: 76). The constitutional
reforms have introduced some partitioning of authority, notably through
devolution to sub-national institutions and reform of the second chamber.
However, the limited territorial extension of the devolved model, and the
restricted authority granted to agents in Wales and London - although not in
Scotland - limits the extent to which power can genuinely be said to have been
partitioned. Likewise with the second chamber, where the reforms have so far
merely replaced one set of agents (the hereditary peers) with an additional set
(appointed peers). In fact this reform has arguably entrenched rather than
weakened partisan control of the second chamber. Until reform moves further,
either to a primary or secondary mandate for members of the second chamber,
power will not have been sub-divided among additional principals, and thus no
real partitioning of authority will have taken place.

The main additional check on government since 1997 has been the formal
increase in judicial oversight of executive decisions, based on the Human Rights
Act.s* This provides judges with a clearer role in reviewing the actions of the
executive and in identifying any decisions that are deemed incompatible with the

! The granting of independence to the Bank of England was another important check on executive
authority, albeit limited to a specific policy area, namely the conduct of monetary policy.
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Act. However, judicial authority does not extend to nullifying any such decisions,
and as such the higher judiciary cannot be counted a 'veto player' on Tsebelis's
(2002) terms. Moreover, the judicial arm is not distinct from the control of
partisan actors, since judges are still selected by the Lord Chancellor who is also
a member of the executive cabinet and thus a partisan actor.5?

In summary, the constitutional reforms introduced in Britain since 1997 provide
for modest increases in ex ante electoral competition, through more rigorous
controls on campaign finance, and through the extension of electoral selection to
devolved tiers of government, via proportional voting rules. At the same time,
the exercise of political authority is also subject to more extensive monitoring and
to more formal constraints. Seen in light of the distinction made earlier between
'concentrated’ and 'dispersed' forms of government, these reforms shift Britain's
institutional arrangements from the former model towards the latter model.
Political agency remains concentrated within a strong party model of government,
but subject to new forms of territorial and functional constraints. The British
political system arguably remains closer to the concentrated model than to the
dispersed model, although it has undergone a clear shift in the direction of the
latter. But being something of a halfway house makes it difficult to draw out
clear predictions about the effects of the reforms.

One option is to explore the effects of individual reforms. I have started to set
out some of the considerations involved in this section; Chapters Three to Six
take up this task in more detail. A second option is to try to discern likely effects
across the political system as a whole, taking into account several institutional
reforms. This is the approach taken by Lijphart in delineating two 'models' of
democracy - the majoritarian and consensus - each of which consists of an
amalgamation of multiple individual institutions. The conclusions we might
anticipate from Lijphart's analysis for the British reforms are negative. Thus, the
fact that the constitutional reforms retain an essential concentration of power in
Britain must raise doubts about their ability to effect closer linkages between
citizens and governments.® Until power is dispersed through more representative
political arrangements (particularly a more proportional electoral system for
Westminster), Lijphart's analysis suggests a limited dividend from the recent
reforms. However, counter-balancing this perspective is an alternative arising

52 pAlthough the Government is currently proposing to end this situation, in the Constitutional Reform
(HL) Bill, introduced on 24" February 2004.

53 For a diagramatic representation of the effect of the constitutional reforms in Britain on Lijphart's
two dimensional typology of majoritarian and consensus models, see Flinders (2005).
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from the concern with agency loss characteristic of Principal-Agent analyses.
Here, the pathology of democratic systems lies less in the extent to which they
provide for representation, than in their susceptibility to adverse selection and
moral hazard. On these grounds, the concentration of power in Westminster
style arrangements provides robust means by which agency loss can be
minimised. In particular, clear ex ante forms of electoral competition through
strong party government impose effective control on discretionary authority,
control whose effects are undermined by extensive formal institutional constraints.
Thus, the limited shift away from the majoritarian model effected by the reforms
is something to be welcomed rather than bemoaned.

THE WIDER ROLE OF INSTITUTIONAL REFORM IN BRITAIN

There are a variety of ways in which the constitutional reforms introduced in
Britain can be analysed, and their effects anticipated. I have already outlined two
such frameworks. Thus, on the Principal-Agent account, institutions work by
increasing citizens' ex ante controls over their political agents and/or by imposing
ex post constraints on them. The former set of controls, especially in
'Westminster' models of democracy, are primarily ensured through distinctive and
cohesive political parties, competitive elections and the concentration of political
authority. Constraints, on the other hand, tend to disperse political power
between multiple principals or agents, each checking the authority of the others.
In rather similar terms, the distinction made by Powell and Lijphart between
'majoritarian' and 'proportional' or 'consensus' arrangements is built around

institutions that either unify or disperse political power.

These rationales will be drawn on in the course of the case study chapters that
follow. The distinction between concentrated and dispersed political authority,
and the benefits and drawbacks of each, can usefully be used to examine the role
of electoral reform (Chapter Four) and devolution (Chapter Five). The stress
placed by the Principal-Agent model on preventing agency loss and on providing
for effective electoral competition also underpins reforms to the way electoral
campaigns are funded (Chapter Three). But these frameworks do not exhaust
our understanding of the way the constitutional reforms in Britain might work. In
the final sections of this chapter, I introduce two additional frameworks. Neither
constitutes - here at least - a fully fledged theory; rather, they comprise a series
of observations and injunctions. I introduce them because they help us
appreciate better what changes the constitutional reforms effect to Britain's
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governing arrangements, and what outcomes these might lead to. In the case of
one of the frameworks (the 'non-partisan' model), the observations and
injunctions are important in accounting for a particular reform (the introduction of
directly elected mayors at the local level in Chapter Six). The relevance of the
other framework (the 'participatory' model) is more general, and arises from the
light it throws on the existing constitutional reforms, and the limited effects it
anticipates from them. Since this framework suggests what further reforms
might be required for British citizens to engage more fully with their political
institutions, it is touched on again in the concluding chapter.

The 'Non-partisan' model

This account of political decision making focuses on the role of political parties in
mediating between the expression of popular preferences and the decisions taken
by governments. In its descriptive form, the account notes the contemporary
unpopularity of parties as compared with two or more decades ago. Thus, while
84 per cent of British citizens identified strongly with a political party four
decades ago, just over one half (54 per cent) do so today (Clarke et al, 2004: Fig
3.1). Over the same period, party membership has declined from 9 per cent of
the electorate to just 2 per cent (Webb, 2002: Table 2.6). More analytically, the
account suggests that the decline of social, cultural and ideological identities has
weakened the bonds between social groups and the parties. This effect is
compounded by the rise in education levels and the increasing salience of issues
(notably of the 'postmaterialist' variety, such as environmentalism) that cut
across, rather than mirror, established distinctions between political parties. In
addition, political competition is argued to be increasingly concerned with issues
of competence ('valence' politics), rather than with the positions parties take on
these issues ('positional' politics) (Bogdanor, 1997; Mair, 2002).

The normative supplement to these descriptive and analytical accounts is that
parties and party democracy are increasingly irrelevant to political life. Thus, if
political competition has become oriented around questions of competence rather
than around positions and values, it is only a short step to questioning why
parties matter, and whether important decisions would not be better taken by
independent experts rather than by partisan actors (Mair, 2002)? Indeed, faced
with the evidence of citizen mistrust of, and lack of engagement with, political
parties, it may be thought that any system of democracy which maintains their
central role will enjoy less popular support and legitimacy than one in which the
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parties' role is curbed (Bogdanor, 1981, 1997). Such normative accounts rarely
go as far as suggesting that the parties' role be eliminated altogether. There is
plenty of evidence that parties continue to define issues for citizens, and to
mobilise voters at election time. Even if this role is less important than it once
was, parties are still important institutions within the representative process.

But their role might be reduced if, at certain elections and on certain issues,
voters were offered a choice of policies unmediated by political parties. At the
extreme, this might entail the increasing use of 'direct' forms of democracy - such
as the referendum and other small-scale participatory initiatives - in which
decisions are made by citizens themselves (see next section). Alternatively,
decisions might continue to be taken indirectly, but by non-partisan
intermediaries. Such actors would arguably be well suited to electoral
competition based on valence or competence issues, rather than on positions or
values. Being unencumbered by the ideologies and traditions faced by
longstanding parties, non-partisan actors would be free to adapt their campaigns
to whatever appeals they thought most likely to fit with voters' preferences.
Such a relationship would still entail decision making through the selection of
representative agents. But these agents would be non-partisan; they would be
drawn from outside the ranks of the political parties, and base much of their
electoral appeal on this status. In many cases, this appeal would be based on the
qualities of the leader, rather than on the group as a whole (Meny and Surel,
2002a).

Some of the constitutional reforms introduced since 1997 provide the potential
for a move in such a direction. Electoral reform, and in particular the move to
proportional representation for the devolved and European tiers of government,
provides the means for new groups and independents to gain representation
(Bogdanor, 1981). Moreover, the Labour Government has introduced reforms
that are explicitly, or at least covertly, designed to weaken partisan forms of
representation. An example of a reform overtly designed on these lines is the
stipulation that elections to the boards of local New Deal for Community (NDC)
partnerships be non-partisan (Rallings et al, 2004). A more high profile reform is
the introduction of directly elected local mayors which, while less overtly
concerned to weaken the partisan grip on local councils, was arguably introduced
with this aim at least partly in mind (see Chapter Six). Mair (2000, 2002)
describes the effect of weakening partisan actors as a shift to 'populist'
democracy. In Chapter Six, I note that directly elected mayors might be
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considered a form of 'executive' democracy. The point is that the competence
and responsiveness of individuals is elevated above the aggregative
representational role that parties perform. The parties may continue to dominate
positions of political authority at the national level. But at the local level at least,
some of the institutional reforms introduced since 1997 might be starting to
undermine their position.

The 'Participatory’ model

My discussion of the Principal-Agent model noted the concern that delegated
authority entails the risk of agency loss. The question was raised of why citizens
should delegate authority at all? Although rational choice derived accounts
provide good reasons in favour of delegation, other accounts favour retaining
primary political authority in voters' hands. Under the 'participatory' model, the
only way in which citizens can ensure that collective decisions truly reflect their

interests is to take these decisions themselves.

The principal claims of this account have been extensively set out elsewhere (see
Budge, 1996, and references therein), and there is little need for me to reiterate
them. Some claims for 'direct' or 'participatory' democracy hinge on the benefits
of public deliberation for citizens' cognitive and critical faculties, and for the
quality of the decisions taken (Held, 1996: 263-70). However, for my purposes,
the argument is simply that direct citizen engagement in the process of decision
taking is likely to stimulate citizens to trust political institutions, and to participate
in their decision making procedures.** In other words, since citizen discontent
and non-engagement with representative institutions in part appears to spring
from the lack of responsiveness of these bodies, the solution is identified as more
frequent opportunities for citizens to determine decision making themselves (via
consultation, initiation of debates and policy priority setting and issue resolution).

54 Of course, if a political system was wholly determined by direct citizen engagement, there would be
no political institutions, or at least none of the kind found in a representative system (legislature,
executive etc). Under this arrangement, it would make no sense to talk about the effect on trust in
'institutions'. Ditto for electoral participation, since there would be no elections. But the claims for
direct democracy are usually not intended to suggest that all representative mechanisms are swept
away, and all decisions made collectively. Indeed, most of its proponents see direct democracy as a
complement to representative bodies such as parties, not as a supplement to them (Budge, 1996;
Held, 1996: 263-70).
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Yet in spite of the occasional warm word from Labour ministers on the merits of
greater citizen participation,> the institutional reforms introduced since 1997 are
wedded to the representative model. The extension of popular voice is limited to
the creation of new electoral opportunities around devolution, based on
competitive elections dominated by political parties. Granted, the rhetoric
surrounding the establishment of the Scottish Parliament in particular suggested
that the new institution would engage far more directly with the Scottish people
than its Westminster counterpart. This reflected a claim among some policy
actors in Scotland that the devolved institution be seen as an embodiment of
'popular sovereignty' rather than the 'parliamentary sovereignty' supposedly
typified by Westminster. In spite of this, political authority in Scotland is
primarily organised in a conventional (ie. representative) manner, based on
periodic competitive elections contested by political parties. The closest the
Government's reforms have come to establishing a principle of greater popular
involvement is the increased use of referendums since 1997. In the period prior
to 1997, just three referendums had been held at the national or regional levels
in Britain.® This usage has increased since 1997, with four referendums already
having taken place (at the regional level), and a further two in the pipeline.’” Yet
each of these referendums concerns issues of constitutional reform, the 'rules of
the game'. No mainstream policy issue has been put to the people at the
national level, although issues have been tested at the community and local
levels.5®

The participatory model is thus relatively pessimistic about the likelihood of
Britain’s institutional reforms stimulating closer links between citizens and
governments. Commenting on the formal checks imposed on British government
since 1997, Adonis and Mulgan (1997: 228) argued “These additional constraints
might improve the quality of governance in Britain. But their limitation is that
they would do little to answer the basic deficiency of modern democracy. They
would, in short, do nothing to reduce the dominance of politicians. Instead, they
would simply shuffle power from one group of politicians to another, with the

55 See, for example, the comments made by Peter Mandelson, then Trade Secretary, at the British
Embassy in Bonn, March 1998, in which he claimed that “... it may be that the era of pure
representative democracy is slowly coming to an end”. See also Blunkett, 2001.

%6 On continued membership of the European Economic Community (1975) and on devolution to
Scotland and Wales (1979).

7 Those already held all concern the devolution of power: Scotland and Wales (1997), London (1998),
the North East of England (2004) and directly elected mayors (multiple localities). Two further
referendums have been promised, on entry into the European Single Currency, and on electoral
reform for the House of Commons.

%8 Local referendums have been held on various issues, such as council tax levels and hospital
provision, and the Government made provision for ballots of school parents over selection criteria
used by local schools.
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addition of a few judges". In their view, Britain's democratic malaise requires the
introduction of more opportunities for citizens to participate directly in collective
decisions. This pessimistic view of the potential for constitutional reform within
the representative model, and the claims made for more extensive citizen
participation, will be reviewed in the concluding chapter.

Coda: A framework for understanding Britain's institutional reforms

I have presented various theories and frameworks that suggest how the design of
political institutions might affect levels of trust and participation among citizens.
The injunctions contained in the Principal-Agent model, the majoritarian-
proportional models, and the non-partisan account share the common feature of
working within the representative model. That is, while acknowledging the claims
of direct forms of engagement, they identify optimal patterns of institutional
design within a framework in which authority is delegated from citizens to
governments. For the Principal-Agent and majoritarian-consensus models,
delegation is achieved through the medium of political parties. The institutional
variations within these models are thus of the inter-party variety; they may shift
the level and nature of electoral choice, but retain the basic pattern in which
political authority is determined by parties competing for elected office. The non-
partisan model retains the delegation of political authority from voters to
representatives, but limits the role of partisan actors. It thus assumes a non-
partisan representative framework, or extra-party model. (An intermediate
model is one in which the parties retain their primacy, but are stimulated to
become more responsive and less monolithic, via internal democratic mechanisms;
intra-party democracy.*)

Three of the four reforms I consider in this work fit squarely within the inter-party
model (elected mayors — which move towards an extra-party model - are the
exception; see Chapter Six). But to see how the reforms work on a broader
canvass, I have constructed a simple typology based on two dimensions: the
degree of partisanship and the level of participation. This typology offers a
descriptive-analytical account of how the four reforms considered in this work
might operate (Chart 2.1). The vertical axis denotes the extent to which political
authority is mediated by partisan actors, namely the political parties. The
horizontal axis denotes the extent of citizen participation. Participation can be

% For a similar typology, and discussion of the intra-party model, see Dalton, Scarrow and Cain, 2003.
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indirect (via elections) or direct (via referendums); all that the horizontal axis
measures is the frequency with which citizens get to express their preferences.®

The status quo ante (SQ) is located in the top left hand corner. In other words,
prior to 1997, political agency in Britain was characterised by a high level of
partisanship, and a low level of participation. The first reform I consider - the
regulation of party funding - also sits in a top left position. As Chapter Three sets
out, the reform is intended to bolster the role of parties within the representative
model, and thus does least of all the reforms to disrupt the status quo.’ The
second and third reforms - electoral reform and devolution - mark a shift towards
the bottom right direction, since they extend citizen participation while also, by
virtue of the PR electoral systems in use, partially weakening the hold of the
political parties. # Devolution sits below electoral reform - implying lower
partisanship - because the decentralisation of authority to smaller political units
opens the way for greater direct engagement with citizens and interest groups,
over and above the mediating role played by political parties. The fourth reform -
the direct election of local mayors - sits lower still on the vertical axis. Again,
participation is extended (admittedly to a small fraction of the English population,
which is why the reform sits closer to the status quo on the ‘Participation’ axis
than electoral reform or devolution), but this time at rather more expense, in

theory at least, to partisan control.

%0 I define frequency in rough terms as the number of times in an electoral cycle that a citizen gets to
express their preferences, with some note taken of what proportion of the population can do so.

61 voters in England, outside London, have gained no new opportunity for preference expression.
Moreover, the reformed voting system for European Parliament elections has merely substituted a
categorical choice under a ‘closed’ list system for a categorical choice under the previous single
member plurality system. So the extension of preference expression through electoral reform is
limited to the new voting systems used for the devolved elections; hence electoral reform as a
measure appears at the same point on the ‘Participation’ axis as devolution.
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CHART 2.1 Typology of constitutional reforms, by partisanship and participation

High
sQ
Party
funding
Electoral
reform
Partisanship Devolution
Elected
mayors
(Referendums)
Low
Low Participation High

Overall, note that all the action takes place on the left side of the matrix; none of
the reforms introduced thus far takes us far onto the right side denoting high
rates of participation. Only if institutional reform embraced the far greater use of
mechanisms such as referendums would the representative model be
supplemented by a significant shift towards citizen participation (the labelling of
referendums in parentheses simply denotes that this reform is not considered in
any detail in this work). The question raised, and to which I return in the
concluding chapter, is whether this matters. Is institutional reform in the
absence of new opportunities for participation capable of reflecting citizen
demands, and thus of stimulating high regard for, and engagement with, the

political system?

CONCLUSION

It is now time to summarise the answers to the questions addressed in this
chapter:

Are levels of trust and turnout responsive to the design of political institutions?

I have suggested a generally affirmative answer to this question. In accounting
for declining levels of political trust and electoral turnout, factors such as
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government responsiveness and electoral context appear to be at least as
important, if not more so, than factors like economic performance or broad social
and demographic changes. Although different political institutions do not wholly
account for variations in responsiveness and context, they help to shape these
wider determinants of citizen engagement. Thus, it would be overstating the
case to suggest that the recent declines in levels of political trust and electoral
turnout across advanced democracies are primarily explicable in terms of poorly
designed political institutions. However, the most plausible explanations for the
deterioration in citizen engagement appear to afford at least some rejuvenative
role for appropriately designed political institutions.

Under which institutional arrangements are trust and turnout maximised?

The impact of institutional design on citizen attitudes and behaviour is the subject
of a long tradition of theoretical and empirical analysis. In this chapter, I have
set out some competing theoretical claims about institutional effect, along with
analysis of their empirical foundations. Drawing on rational choice derived
models of political authority, I noted a distinction between arrangements that
concentrate political power, and those that disperse it. On Principal-Agent
accounts, citizens can ensure the responsiveness of their leaders either through
strong electoral competition and a unified chain of delegation from citizens to
decision makers, or through constraining their leaders’ discretionary authority.
The distinction between institutions that concentrate political authority and those
that disperse it can also be seen in accounts of ‘majoritarian’ and ‘consensus’ or
‘proportional’ models of democracy. These, too, suggest that citizens’ influence
over their political rulers is greatest either when power is retained within a limited
number of political actors, or alternatively when it is divided among many actors.

In theory at least, both set of arrangements can work well in ensuring that
governments are responsive to their citizens, and thus that citizens trust these
rulers and participate in their selection. At the empirical level, it is difficult to
discern systematic effects for one set of arrangement or the other. Thus, while
some studies identify more supportive political attitudes and higher rates of
electoral participation under concentrated political arrangements (eg. two party
systems, plurality electoral rules, unitary territorial distribution of power, limited
veto players), others find for more dispersed arrangements (eg. multiple party
systems, proportional electoral rules, federal territorial distribution of power,
mulitiple veto players).
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Thus, there is a fairly clear distinction at the theoretical level between different
accounts of the conditions under which political trust and electoral turnout are
maximised. However, it is far from clear which of these accounts provides the
best mapping of levels of citizen engagement in practice. In addition, there are
two further abstract accounts of political authority that identify additional
institutional features that might impact on levels of citizen engagement. The first
suggests that citizens are more likely to respond to arrangements where the
translation of voter preferences into social outcomes is not mediated by partisan
actors. The second suggests that responsiveness can only be achieved when
citizens retain for themselves the power to make decisions, rather than
delegating responsibility to political agents.

What are the implications for institutional reform in Britain?

In descriptive terms, the constitutional reforms introduced since 1997 have
provided for stronger ex ante forms of political competition by, among others,
allowing for electoral control to be exerted over territorially distinct tiers of
government (devolution to Scotland, Wales and London), and by reducing
imbalances in the parties’ ability to showcase their proposals in the electoral
marketplace (campaign finance reform). The reforms have also provided for
clearer ex post controls on political authority, by introducing more formal checks
(through a more explicit oversight role for the judiciary and by hiving off
decisions over monetary policy to an independent body) and by increasing the
amount of information provided through third party monitors. However, the
reforms fall well short of the extensive checks and vetoes - institutional and
partisan - characteristic of most presidential, and many parliamentary, systems.
On Lijphart’s terms, Britain has become a more consensual political system in
some respects, while remaining heavily majoritarian in others.

Whether this limited transition is likely to effect more vibrant patterns of citizen
engagement largely depends on what form of political arrangements the observer
deems optimal. As I have suggested, it is not clear that, in empirical terms, there
is a substantive dividend to either concentrated or dispersed forms of political
arrangement. If one believes that government responsiveness is maximised
where a unified chain of delegated authority means electoral competition is
decisive for government outcomes, then the limited scope of the domestic
reforms might suggest a largely positive dividend. On the other hand, if one is
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more concerned to ensure responsiveness via the dispersal of power to multiple
bodies - via partisan and institutional veto players - then the effect of the
reforms might be considered less benign.

The two additional abstract accounts introduced in this chapter would anticipate
limited effects from the reforms. The non-partisan account would point to the
continued dominance of the political parties as agents of representation, although
specific local initiatives — such as the direct election of executive mayors - might
be considered to have a more positive impact. Most pessimistically of all, the
participatory account would suggest a wholly negative dividend, since the reforms
perpetuate a model in which political authority remains delegated from citizens to
agents. On this account, the responsiveness of governments to citizens is only
marginally affected by devolving authority and by strengthening judicial oversight.
What is required for genuine responsiveness - and thus high rates of trust and
participation - is for citizens to have the opportunities to take decisions
themselves, through more participatory forms of democracy. 1 return to this
argument in the concluding chapter. Before then, I turn to examine the effects of
my four case study reforms in Britain: the regulation of party funding, electoral
reform, devolution and directly elected local mayors.
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Chapter 3
REGULATING PARTY FINANCE

Prior to the reforms of party and election funding, political parties in Britain were
voluntary bodies whose funding was the subject of little regulation. As a result of
the reforms, the parties are now formally recognised in law, with their funding the
subject of closer regulation. While the reforms have stopped short of transferring
the funding of the parties to the state, they represent a clear shift, from a
'voluntaristic' model of parties to a 'rule bound' one (Webb, 2001). What
motivated this radical change in approach? While a variety of reasons can be
identified, pre-eminent was a belief that reform was necessary to reduce public
perceptions of misconduct by politicians.®> The regulation of party funding was
introduced in the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000
(henceforth PPERA). Here is how the reform was justified to both Houses of
Parliament during the Second Reading debates:

"All political parties - and the reputation of the political system as a whole - will benefit from
the 'Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Bill"
Jack Straw, Home Secretary (HC Debs, 10™ Jan 2000, col 35)

"This Bill will do much to strengthen public confidence in the democratic process”
Lord Bassam, Home Office Minister (HL Debs, 3 April 2000, col 1094)

In this chapter, 1 consider these claims. I ask what evidence there is that a
tighter regulatory regime has yielded greater public confidence in political
institutions? The answers to this question are instructive, not only for the new
party funding regime itself, but also for judgements about the role of institutional
change in the round. In the previous chapter, I mapped out a simple typology of
constitutional reform, which placed each of my four case study reforms in terms
of their distance from the status quo. The reform of party funding is the closest
of the four reforms to the status quo. Thus, while the reform holds significant
implications for the role and operation of the parties, and thus for the nature of
democracy in Britain, it does so by maintaining the essential features of the
representative system: the periodic delegation of authority by citizens to
collective actors (the parties) via competitive elections. The wider context of the

2 Of all the constitutional reforms I consider in this work, the regulation of party funding is the one
most closely associated with a desire to alleviate declining political confidence among the public,
although other - secondary - goals were also clearly important (see Fisher, 2000: 25-7). Reforms of
party funding rules in other countries have also been undertaken to alleviate public concern with
political corruption (Alexander and Shiratori, 1994; IDEA, 2004a: 170).



68

analysis in this chapter thus concerns how far it is possible to strengthen citizen-
government linkages through reforms that maintain these basic features of the
representative model of democracy.

The task of assessing the impact of the new party funding rules is not an easy
one, however. For a start, the new regime has been in place only since early
2001, providing little time for its effects to manifest themselves. This need not
be a problem if the issue of party funding and the reforms themselves were
highly salient in the public mind (in which case the reforms might induce a
prompt effect among the population). But as I suggest later on, the reforms do
not appear particularly salient (or rather, popular understanding of the way
parties are funded is limited). Thus, given the limited time elapse since the
introduction of the reforms, we need to be highly cautious when examining the
evidence. Compounding the problem, rigorous analysis of the party funding issue
is bedevilled by the relative paucity of good quality survey data. As befits an
issue that has only recently assumed a high public profile, there is little historical
data on public attitudes to party funding, and even more recent data is limited
(Heywood, 1997: 419). Thus, when it comes to the impact of the new reforms in
Britain, judgements will of necessity rest on piecing together multiple pieces of
evidence, rather than relying on a single data source.

These caveats do not rule out empirical study of the new party funding
regulations; rather, they suggest caution in interpreting any results. In order to
compensate for the difficulties inherent in evaluating the British data, 1 preface
my domestic discussion with a review of the evidence from overseas (pages 75-
80). Here, in many cases, party funding regulations are more mature, and their
implications thus more readily apparent, than for the nascent reforms in Britain.
But before turning to the international and domestic evidence, I conduct a brief
review of theoretical considerations. Why should regulating the way parties raise
and spend money induce a positive payoff for citizens' attitudes towards their
political agents?

THE 'PROBLEM' OF PARTY FUNDING

Political parties play a crucial role in representative democracies, by serving as
key linkages between the preferences of individual citizens and the decisions of
governments. But while parties help to structure and simplify the electoral
options for voters, they must also be responsive to voters’ preferences. If parties
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cease being responsive, they undermine the linkages between citizens and

governments on which representative democracy depends.®:

The need for parties to be responsive may, however, be compromised by the role
of money in election campaigns. If parties are beholden to the financial power of
individuals or corporate bodies, they may align their policy positions closer to
those of their backers than to those of their supporters or the wider voting public.
In this sense, parties become ‘captured’ by their funders.® As the costs of
election campaigns have risen and the revenue from party membership has fallen
(Farrell and Webb, 2000; Mair, 1997: chaps 5-6), parties are increasingly reliant
on alternative sources of income, providing the conditions in which agency loss
may be incurred (Hopkin, 1997). Concerns may also arise if campaign spending
is perceived to shape election results. If the parties contesting elections
command very different levels of financial backing, political competition may
become uneven, with well endowed parties better equipped to publicise their
message in the political marketplace. The role of campaign finance may also
allow wealthy donors to skew democratic outcomes towards their favoured party,
breaching the fundamental principle of equality of voice.®® A slightly different
problem may arise if private capital seeks an outcome that is illegitimate, either
because it is illegal (eg. kickbacks on bribes) or unprincipled (eg. the awarding of

posts or honours on a non-meritocratic basis).

There are, then, two key problems latent in the requirement of political parties for
money (Rose Ackerman, 1999: 133-5). The first is that uneven financial power
provides some parties or candidates with an advantage over their competitors,
perverting the process of political competition which assumes equality between
competitors. The Committee on Standards in Public Life (1998: 26-7) identified
this as the ‘fairness’ problem. The second problem is that a system of private
donations opens the way for ‘agency loss’, as social outcomes are skewed in the
interests of those holding the purse strings. Such agency loss may take the form
of parties biasing a certain set of interests in policy formulation. Or, at a morally,

63 Commentators who are critical of political parties rest their case, in large part, on the belief that, in
offering a single package of measures in the face of highly complex citizen preferences, parties restrict
political choice and thus fail to act as responsive agents (Bogdanor, 1997).

% True, rational choice theory downplays the risk of such an outcome since, under the basic model of
electoral competition, parties and candidates should converge on the median voter. Under this model,
campaign finance should be unable to budge office-seeking parties from this position (the logical
corollary being that, since donations have no substantive impact, no campaign finance should be
forthcoming). However, once the strict postulates of the electoral competition model are relaxed,
political funding does open up the possibility of agency loss (Brennan and Hamlin, 2000a).

55 There is some disagreement about how far this concern is valid. In the case of Britain, election
results at the local level appear to be responsive to campaign spending (Pattie et al, 1995), although
party fortunes at the national level appear little affected by campaign spending (Fisher, 1999).
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although not necessarily politically, murkier level, private benefits may improperly
be sought in return for financial bequests; what the Committee termed the
problem of *misconduct’.®®

The issue of party funding raises, then, multiple concerns and potential problems.
My concern here is with the potential for the way parties are funded to generate
concerns - whether valid or not - about agency loss. I am therefore not greatly
concerned with party funding as it relates to the nature of the political
marketplace: the 'fairness' question. There is little to suggest that the lopsided
nature of political competition weakens public confidence in the political system
(except among those who suffer from the current regime, notably supporters of

the Liberal Democrats and other small, or 'third', parties).®’

I am interested in what the Committee termed the issue of 'misconduct', since
such behaviour potentially involves agency loss. However, 'misconduct' is a
broad term, and needs a little further delineation. In particular, we need to
distinguish between misbehaviour that essentially involves personal
considerations, and those that raise political questions. Political misconduct
arises when an elected official seeks to boost their power by breaching the
decision making rules laid down by a liberal democracy (eg. the rule of law, due
process etc). If misconduct by an official does not infringe these rules, then
however repugnant or shocking the act itself, it should not be treated as political
misconduct, but as personal misconduct (Markovits and Silverstein, 1988). Thus,
to give an example, the spate of allegations under the last Conservative
government regarding politicians' sex lives should be treated as examples of
personal, not political, misconduct since they contravened a set of social nhorms
rather than the rules governing the political process (the 'cash for questions'
affair, on the other hand, clearly infringed due process and was thus an example
of political misconduct).

% The Committee also identified two further problems relating to party funding. One was the
escalating costs of elections, the other the declining capacity of cash-strapped parties for effective
policy formulation. The first problem may have direct implications for the public’s confidence in the
political process (indeed the Committee (1998: 24-5) identified it as one of the main reasons for
citizen concern, along with the inscrutability of party donations), although the implications of the
second for public attitudes are at best indirect.

%7 The degree of political competition may impact on such factors as electoral participation, however.
Thus, many studies of campaign finance in the United States explore the impact on electoral
competition, in particular the impact of different arrangements on incumbents and challengers.
Recent research suggests that campaign finance reform might induce greater electoral competition -
by strengthening the position of challengers vis a vis incumbents - and thus boost turnout (Goidel et
al, 1999; Gross and Goidel, 2003; for contrary results, see Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2000). In
Britain, as already noted (footnote 65), analysis suggests that constituency election results are
partially contingent on campaign spending. However, campaign finance reform is less likely to have
an effect on turnout here as in the United States, since local spending is already heavily capped.
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The distinction between different forms of misconduct is important in the context
of this chapter, since the aim of the party funding regulations is to reduce political
misconduct rather than the more amorphous area of personal scandal. Political
and personal scandal are sometimes treated together under general headings
such as 'sleaze'. But, in theory at least, the problems of agency loss and social
transgressions are distinct issues in political life and attract different solutions.s®
In this chapter, then, I try to maintain a distinction between 'political' and
'personal’ forms of misconduct, albeit recognising that public perceptions of
personal misbehaviour by elected officials might well have a negative dividend for
confidence in the political system.

So much for the 'problem' in theory; what about in practice? Is there any
evidence that Britain's political system has suffered recently from increased
agency loss, in a manner that might, in principle, be addressed by more stringent
rules on party funding? One way in which political agents act contrary to their
principal’s interests is by engaging in corrupt activities. Political corruption may
be defined as "the misuse of public office for private gain" (Anderson and
Tverdora, 2003). While political corruption is only a subset of activities that
involve agency loss (which may or may not involve private gain), it is a useful
indicator in helping quantify the extent of agency loss in political life. It is usually
believed that, in Britain, examples of corruption arising from party funding are
relatively low by comparative standards (Pinto-Duschinsky, 1981). This is
certainly reinforced if we examine the corruption rankings produced by
Transparency International. These rankings - the Corruption Perceptions Index -
are based on judgements made by country analysts and business people. They
are thus based on subjective evaluations rather than the actual incidence of
corruption but, in the absence of such 'hard' data, are probably the best
comparative and longitudinal guide we have. The Index shows that, on a scale of
0 (very corrupt) to 10 (highly clean), Britain scored 8.70 in 2003, in line with the
scores for other west European countries, and above the United States which
scored 7.50 (Transparency International, nd). We can also use the Index to
make comparisons of corruption over time, since the rankings date back to the
1980-85 period. Between 1980-85 and 2003, the perception of corruption in
Britain actually fell, with its ‘transparency’ score rising from 8.01 to 8.70. Such

improvement is common to many west European countries. Thus, among ten

% Specific initiatives to prevent personal misconduct have been introduced (such as the Code of
Conduct for Members of Parliament), but are not considered here.
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such countries, the mean score increased from 8.16 in 1980-85 to 8.51 in 2003
(ibid).®

On this measure at least, corruption in Britain has actually fallen in recent years.
However, the Index measures perceptions of various forms of corruption across a
range of public institutions, not simply actions relating to the way parties are
funded. In addition, what may matter is not so much the actual incidence of
corruption - or observers' judgement thereof - as the public perception of
wrongdoing. Unfortunately, we lack much historical data capable of showing how
far public perceptions of wrongdoing have increased or declined in recent years.
In general terms, we know that trust in government has fallen by a half since the
start of the 1990s (see Chart 1.4 in Chapter One). More specific to the issue of
political conduct, other surveys have shown that people's evaluations of
legislators have declined (although we have no measures of the propriety of party
financing). Thus, asked whether they thought that “most MPs have a high
personal moral code”, the proportions agreeing fell from 42 per cent in 1985, to
26 per cent in 1995 and to 17 per cent in 2004. And while 46 per cent of voters
in 1985 felt that most MPs make money by using public office improperly, a
decade later that figure had risen to 64 per cent (although it has subsequently
fallen back, to 59 per cent in 2004) (Mortimore, 1995; King, 2004).

Against this backdrop, Britain has joined many other countries in attempting to
counter declining public confidence in political parties through tighter legal
controls on the way parties raise and spend money. Having outlined the nature

of the 'problem’, I now turn to these 'solutions'.

THE ROLE OF PARTY REGULATION

Political corruption may be prevented through some well designed, basic
constitutional structures, such as high levels of electoral competition between
unified parties. Additionally, corruption may be limited by removing from official
discretion decisions (eg. on monetary policy) that allow significant costs and
benefits to be imposed directly on individuals (Rose Ackerman, 1999: 130; 2001).
However, such 'de minimis' features are often unable to prevent political
corruption - or at least public perceptions of official misconduct - at which point
additional, more specific, institutions might be required. These generally include

% The countries I selected are: Austria Denmark, Finland, France, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway,
Germany, Sweden and Switzerland.
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rules, codes of conduct and regulatory institutions; mechanisms of 'formal’
accountability, in Philp's (2001) term. When it comes to party funding, the
reforms tend to embrace a variety of the following: requirements for public
disclosure of party revenues and spending, limitations on donations and campaign
spending and some form of state financing of party activities (Rose Ackerman,
1999: 140-2; Pinto-Duschinsky, 1981: 247).

The particular instruments selected depend on the goals that are to be achieved.
If policy actors are concerned to reduce the amount of election spending, limits
on party spending can be introduced. By weakening the demand for funds,
spending limits might also choke off their supply, although if this is the primary
concern additional reforms might be required, notably the disclosure (or full
anonymity”) of, and limits on, individual donations.

If the public is concerned about the responsiveness of parties — and the potential
for private donations to induce agency loss - the solutions might be broader. In
general terms, the solutions fall into three broad groups.’ First, there are
systems in which the parties depend on private sources for their income, with
little or no rules governing how parties may raise and spend their money. This is
the 'mini' scenario, which applied, in broad terms, to Britain prior to the party
funding reforms.”? Second, there are systems where parties depend on private
donations for the bulk of their income, but where raising and spending money is
closely regulated. This 'midi' system is where Britain now sits. Third, under a
'maxi’ scenario, the potential for agency loss is reduced still further - and in
principle eliminated altogether - by collectivising party funding via a system of
subventions from the state (another feature of the ‘maxi’ model is the imposition
of caps on donations, since this is generally accompanied by the provision of
funding from the state”). The reforms in Britain attempt to restore public

70 Contra those who argue that sunlight represents the best disinfectant, others suggest that total
darkness, via the complete anonymity of donations, is a more effective means of ensuring that private
donations do not encourage agency loss (see the argument of Ian Ayres, discussed in Brennan and
Hamlin, 2000a).

711 term these three the 'mini', 'midi' and 'maxi' solutions. A seasoned commentator on party funding,
Kari-Heinz Nassmacher, also identifies three models - whose conditions correspond to mine - terming
them the 'autonomy’, 'transparency’ and 'advocacy' options (IDEA, 2004a: 10-13).

2 The only substantive restrictions concerned spending at the constituency level, which was tightly
capped.

3 If donations are capped, the parties will face a funding shortfall unless they can increase
considerably the number of donations they receive. It is very rare for a country to set limits on
donations without also providing funding from the state. Indeed, among western countries, there are
no examples of a regime that caps donations to parties without providing significant state support
(although some countries operate the opposite model, by providing state support without capping
donations) (see IDEA, 2004a).
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confidence via a 'midi' set of institutions.” Should we find these reforms have
had little effect, the question will be raised of whether a more 'maxi' solution is
required.

The 'midi' level reforms of party funding in Britain established a raft of new
regulations, covering party fundraising and expenditure. For the purposes of this
chapter, the noteworthy features of the new regime are: (1) a requirement for
party donations and spending to be publicly disclosed, and (2) a cap on national
election spending by the parties. Moreover, both measures are overseen by a
new independent body, the Electoral Commission.

The regulations introduced in Britain are intended to reduce potential agency loss
by increasing the amount of information available to the principal about their
agent’s behaviour (via disclosure requirements), and by reducing the agent’s
demand for private funding (via spending limits). As a result of these outcomes,
it is hoped that the reforms will improve citizens’ confidence in the political
process. However, it might also be argued that, on the contrary, the reforms will
actually damage public confidence. For instance, disclosure requirements might
make the public more aware of the role of private capital in party funding; this
information might generate particular concern if donations originate from
individuals or corporations with unsavoury reputations.” Second, while the
introduction of new rules might strengthen the 'formal' accountability of office
holders, it might weaken the more organic informal, or 'political’, sense of
accountability (Philp, 2001; Pujas and Rhodes, 2003: 18). Finally, while the role
of capital is seen by many to be corrosive of democratic practice, others point to
its beneficial character and warn of the dangers of setting strict limits to the
resources committed to elections (Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2000; Brennan and
Hamlin, 2000a).

One reform rejected by the Neill Committee, and not introduced as part of the
Government's reform package, is the state funding of political parties. However,
state funding remains on the agenda, with recent indications that it is being

™ Although Britain has long had a system of partial state support for certain party expenses - now
extended to include policy development work - the bulk of the parties’ election expenses still derives
from private sources.

5 Thus, one explanation for the failure of party regulation in the United States to quell public unease
about campaign finance is precisely that the regulations are working, albeit in a perverse way by
contributing to revelations about political scandal (Gross and Goidel, 2003: 18-20; Herrnson, 1993:
36). In Britain, the furore over the large donation to Labour by Richard Desmond in 2002, arose from
the donor’s background in publishing pornography as well as the perceived conflict of interest it
created for the Government. I am indebted to Justin Fisher for this point.
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considered by the Government.” In addition to its continued attraction for policy
makers in Britain, I also consider state funding in my analysis since it remains the
'maxi' response to the potential for agency loss.” In theory at least, the
collective provision of party finance aligns the interests of the principal (voters)
and the source of funding (the state), thus avoiding agency loss. But while state
funding might prompt voters to feel more confident about their political
institutions, it might also have negative consequences. In particular, state
funding is held to ossify the political system, by shoring up existing parties
against new entrants. By restricting the responsiveness of the political
marketplace, state funding might have the effect of increasing citizen discontent
(Pierre et al, 2000; Alexander, 2001: 205; Pujas and Rhodes, 2003: 18). The
analysis that follows thus considers not only the effect of disclosure and spending
rules, but also the role of state funding.

THE INTERNATIONAL EVIDENCE

As I noted at the outset, one of the difficulties in evaluating the impact of the
party funding reforms in Britain is their short life thus far. Although the next
section provides some evidence about their early effects, there are clearly limits
on what we can glean from reforms whose existence dates only from 2001. Itis
appropriate, then, to begin with evidence from countries with more mature
regulatory regimes. Such information will serve as an important guide to the kind
of effects we might anticipate at home.

Unfortunately, in the rapidly expanding literature on public attitudes to political
institutions, little attention has thus far been paid to the behaviour of politicians
and bureaucrats, in particular to levels of corruption. As Pharr (2000: 191) notes:

"Although studies of individual corruption and political ethics cases go forward, and
corruption itself, its causes and cures, attracts research, the deeper significance of
conduct-in-office issues for relations between mass publics and leaders in democracies
goes largely unexplored.”

Even in the United States, where public attitude surveys have long underpinned
political research, and where campaign finance is a long standing political issue,

76 These supposed beneficial effects include: funding and promoting grassroots campaigning and
funding political advertising which helps inform voters at election time.

7 See, for example, the support offered to state funding by the Labour Party’s outgoing general
secretary, David Triesman (Political parties may get state aid’, Daily Telegraph, 10™ January 2004).
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there have been few surveys that specifically address the inter-relationship
between corruption, party funding and the public (McSweeney, 2000: 47). Case
studies of individual countries, such as Italy and Japan, have shown that levels of
corruption are a strong predictor of public confidence in government (Della Porta,
2000; Pharr, 2000). These results are reaffirmed by cross-national research,
which shows that corruption is linked to evaluations of the political system.
Controlling for a range of factors, one such study shows that individuals in
countries with high levels of corruption exhibit more negative political attitudes
than citizens in less corrupt countries (Anderson and Tverdova, 2003).

We thus have some evidence that political misconduct does generate more
sceptical or cynical public attitudes. To this extent, there is a 'problem'. However,
when it comes to gauging the efficacy of the various solutions, the evidence base
is limited. Most western nations have introduced regulations to cover the way
parties raise and spend money. But there is little data that explores what impact
these reforms have had on public attitudes. Insofar as comparative studies of
party funding regimes have an analytical focus, it tends to be on the impact of
regulations on the parties and their funding, rather than on public attitudes.”™
This is a pity since, as many of these studies note, an important trigger for the
introduction of regulations in the first place was public concern with the way
parties and candidates are funded (see Gunlicks, 1993; Alexander and Shiratori,
1994; Williams, 2000).

The comparative literature does suggest, however, that the reforms introduced in
western nations since the 1960s and 1970s - the dates of the first moves to
tighter regulation of party funding in Germany, the United States and Canada -
have not substantially alleviated public concern. Thus, many of the country case
studies contained in the main cross-national studies of party funding (notably the
studies just referenced) end with accounts of further reforms either being
introduced by, or at least urged on, policy actors. This suggests that the existing
regimes are unsatisfactory, either in providing adequate funding for the parties
and/or in preventing corruption or public perceptions of such.

If we examine the immediate impact of major regulatory reforms in western
democracies, there appears to be little payoff in terms of greater public

’® while state funding is often advocated as a means of preventing agency loss, it is also seen by its
proponents as a means of supporting the essential work of parties at a time when funding from
voluntary sources is under threat (Committee on Standards in Public Life, 1998; Fisher, 2002).
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confidence. We might expect to see any discernible improvement in public
attitudes in those countries that introduced a package of reforms at one go,
rather than over time (on the basis that a 'big bang' approach is more likely to
impinge on the public consciousness than an incremental approach). The only
countries to have adopted such an approach are the United States (in 1971, when
disclosure and donation limits were introduced), Canada (in 1974, when
disclosure and spending limits were introduced) and France (in 1988, when
disclosure, donation and spending limits and state funding were introduced). But
as we can see from Charts 3.1 and 3.2, there is no immediate - or even long term
- dividend in terms of public confidence in either France or the United States.®

Chart 3.1 Political confidence in France, 1983-1994
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—&— Very/fairly satisfied with democracy

“On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied
or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in France?”
Source: Eurobarometer

79 Even the recent exhaustive study of party funding rules from IDEA (2004a) contains no evidence on
the impact of regulations on public confidence in the political process.

80 The example of France might suggest why party regulation has not had a more positive effect. For
a start, as noted earlier, increased transparency might serve to bring previously concealed sources of
party funding to light, as was the case for business funding of French parties in the early 1990s.
Second, reform packages that do not cover all issues of party funding tend to produce calls for further
reform, thus highlighting the supposed deficiencies of the new regime. This was the case in France
with business funding of the parties, which was not included in the 1988 reforms. Finally, the reforms
may be introduced but not scrupulously followed, as was arguably the case with spending limits in
France (Clift and Fisher, 2004). Unsurprisingly, poorly designed and enforced regulations tend to
have little positive impact on public confidence in the political system.
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Chart 3.2 Political confidence in the USA, 1964-
1988

1964 1968 1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1984 1988

—&@— Not many/hardly any crooked —@— Trust most of the time/always

“Do you think that quite a few of the people running the government are a little
crooked, not very many are, or do you think hardly any of them are crooked?”
“How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to
do what is right: just about always, most of the time or only some of the time?”
Source: National Election Study, University of Michigan

Aside from cross-country comparative studies, the bulk of the research on
campaign finance reform has focused on the United States. Much of this research
concentrates on the impact of campaign finance on electoral outcomes, rather
than on citizen attitudes. However, some analyses have addressed the impact of
campaign spending on such factors as voters’ awareness of the candidates and
knowledge of their policy positions (eg. Coleman and Manna, 2000) and levels of
grassroots campaigning and voter turnout (Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2000).
These analyses find that campaign spending has a positive impact, suggesting
that reforms that cap spending and donations actually tend to harm the quality of
electoral democracy. Other research that focuses more specifically on the impact
of campaign finance reform is equivocal on whether tighter regulation has a
detrimental impact on electoral turnout (Goidel et al, 1999; Gross and Goidel,
2003; Milyo et al, 2002). In the most direct analysis of the effect of reform on
citizens’ relations with government, Primo and Milyo (2003) explore the impact of
different state regulatory regimes on levels of political efficacy. They show that
the impact of these regimes is not uniform. While the public disclosure of
contributions is associated with higher citizen efficacy, limits on contributions and
spending have no significant effect on efficacy. However, public funding of
campaigns is associated with a mildly negative impact on efficacy, suggesting
that citizens react against the use of their money if this does not help ‘clean up’

politics. The authors conclude that different regulatory mechanisms have
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different effects, but overall the impact of party funding regulation on citizen
attitudes is modest.

Summarising the trends across many western countries, Pujas and Rhodes (2003:
18) suggest that:

"It is clear that a restoration of public confidence in political parties requires ... new and
transparent forms of party financing. But ... this is far from simple. The crisis of party
funding systems in many countries today reflects the fact that few countries have found
effective and legitimate solutions ...".

The comparative literature thus suggests that regulatory regimes have not served
to reinvigorate public confidence in the political process. This may be for one or
more of three reasons. The first is that public distrust in political institutions,
though affected by disquiet over party funding, is driven by a more fundamental
set of forces. As an example of this, levels of political trust in the United States
have been found to be unresponsive to levels of campaign spending, with the
correlation between trends in the two variables over time found to be close to
zero (Primo, 2002). As McSweeney (2000: 47-8) observes in relation to the
United States, public distrust did not just follow, but also pre-dated the
Watergate scandal in 1974. Indeed, if party funding is not a particularly salient
political issue for the public, any reforms - although worthy in themselves - may
have little public payoff. In the United States, many point to the low salience of
campaign finance as an explanation for its weak impact on public confidence
(Ayres, 2003; see also Corrado, 2000: 7; Mayer, 2001; Primo, 2002; Sorauf,
1990: 213).

A second reason for the weak apparent impact of party regulation is that the
reforms themselves fail to meet popular demands. Thus, citizens in the United
States are found to favour limits on campaign funding that go well beyond the
regime currently in place (McSweeney, 2000). In France, Italy and Spain,
surveys have similarly shown the unpopularity of the existing regimes of state
support for parties (Pujas and Rhodes, 2003).

Third, while party regulations may reduce the 'political opportunity structures' for
office holders to engage in misconduct and corrupt activities, they do not
foreclose them completely, particularly if the regulations are poorly designed or
enforced. Thus, while state funding is designed to eliminate - or at least heavily
reduce - the parties' dependence on private sources of finance, in practice, the
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increasing cost of elections has encouraged parties to supplement state resources
with private donations (Heywood, 1997: 431). Alternatively, the regulations may
simply be circumvented by the parties and office holders (Nassmacher, 1993).

The international evidence is thus salutary for those who believe the new party
funding regulations in Britain are likely to significantly reduce public concerns
with political misconduct. Overall, the evidence from overseas suggests that
tightly constrained systems of party funding have failed to convince citizens of
the probity and responsiveness of their political agents. Moreover, public
concerns seem as evident in countries that have adopted the 'maxi' solution of
collective state funding of the parties (eg. Germany) as in those where parties
still rely on private donations (eg. Sweden).

THE DOMESTIC EVIDENCE

Given the recent genesis of the party funding reforms, the majority of the data
considered in this section relates to 'inputs' rather than 'outcomes'. In other
words, the analysis focuses on evidence collected prior to the reforms, rather
than measuring their impact in practice. I do marshal some evidence about the
immediate outcomes of the reforms, via public opinion surveys and media
coverage figures (pages 88-91). But my judgements about the effect of the
regulations depend largely on data collected before 2001; in other words, the
judgements are of the likely impact of tighter party regulation.

The hypothesis that the tighter regulation of party funding will stimulate public

confidence ideally requires the following causal linkages:

O An association between perceptions of official misconduct and confidence in
the political system.
High levels of public support for the reform options being introduced.
An association between support for regulation and confidence in the

political system.

This sequence links the ‘problem’ (agency loss via politicians’ misconduct) to the
‘reform’ (party regulation) to the ‘goal’ (public confidence in the political system).
Under conditions of voter ignorance, it would be possible for the reform to be
linked to the goal without citizens appreciating the nature of the underlying
problem. In other words, the public might not associate party regulation (the
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solution) with political misconduct (the problem), but an association may still
exist between support for regulation and levels of confidence in the political
system. The crucial factor is, then, the third one, although in the following
sections, I will examine the evidence for each of the factors in turn.

Is concern about misconduct linked to trust?

As I showed above (page 72), there is some evidence of the public's concern with
political misconduct. How far does such concern affect generalised levels of
confidence in the political system? Does the perception of misconduct damage
confidence in the political system itself, or simply depress support for the actors
concerned? The former position tends to be the more common among analysts.®!
Thus, writing about the increase in corruption among developed countries in the
1990s, Heywood (1997: 419) suggests:

"The revelation of widespread political corruption helped undermine one of the support
structures - the claim to operate on the basis of public accountability - which had
underpinned western democracies in the post-war world."

This was also the view of the Committee on Standards in Public Life (1998: 25),
which suggested that:

“Allegations [of misconduct by the political parties], and the unnecessary mystery that
surrounds the funding of the political parties, is damaging. It damages the parties
themselves. It is also a factor tending to corrode public confidence in the political process
as a whole”.

Unfortunately, we have rather few domestic survey instruments by which to test
the nexus of public misconduct and party funding. One source that provides
some leverage on this issue is the British Social Attitudes survey for 2002. This
survey asked respondents the following question to gauge perceptions of corrupt
political behaviour: "How often would you say Labour [or the Conservative party]
does favours for people or companies who give the party large sums of money?".
Given the rather leading nature of the question, it is not surprising that one
quarter of the sample believed that both parties grant favours "very often"; once

81 An interesting subtlety is introduced by Philp (2001), who suggests that public misconduct may

have different consequences in different political systems. He suggests that in political systems
marked by 'formal' mechanisms of accountability, such as the United States, public misconduct is seen
primarily as a violation of these rules, rather than as infringing the political norms underpinning the
system as a whole. But in other countries, such as Britain, accountability is more 'political' and relies
to a greater degree on an informal bond of trust between citizens and governments. In these systems,
public misconduct tends to be seen as a violation of that trust rather than as a breach of a rule.
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those answering "fairly often" are included, the proportions rise to almost six in
ten of the sample. If we focus only on those who believed favours were done
“very often” (one quarter of the sample for both parties) or “not very often”
(around 15 per cent of the sample for both parties), we do find the anticipated
association with political trust. Thus, among those who thought favours were
frequent, between three and four in ten “never” trusted British government.
Among those who thought favolrs were infrequent, the proportion of low trusters
is between just above one in ten. The correlation between a respondent's
perception of misconduct and their trust in the political system is 0.25.%

A second piece of evidence we have suggests a slightly stronger relationship
between perceptions of official misconduct and political confidence. In this
analysis, Pattie and Johnston (2001) used data from the 1997 British Election
Study to examine what affected the public's views on the moral standards of
British politicians. Using a multiple regression model, they found that evaluations
of moral standards were significantly related to generalised attitudes towards the
political system. Those who strongly agreed that politicians' moral standards had
declined showed lower levels of efficacy and trust than those who were less sure

there had been a decline or who thought no decline had taken place.®

A final piece of evidence also suggests a clear negative dividend from perceptions
of misconduct. This analysis adopts a rather different approach, by comparing
the views of a sample of voters across the country with those located in six
constituencies whose MPs (three Conservative and three Labour) were accused of
misconduct prior to the 2001 general election. Using data from the British
Election Study of that year, Bowler and Karp (2003) find that levels of respect for
politicians and parliament are significantly lower among voters in the six
constituencies than among voters across the country as a whole. In other words,
misconduct by office holders does appear to reduce citizens' support for both
specific political actors and political institutions in general.

82 However, might the relationship work the other way, too, with those with low political trust more

" likely to perceive misconduct among office holders than their trusting counterparts (Heywood, 1997:
419; Pujas and Rhodes, 2003)? The British data suggest this is a plausible hypothesis. Thus, using
the same data source, we find that almost five in ten of those with low trust believed both parties
“very often” did favours for party donors. But only around one in ten low trusters believed that
parties “never” granted such favours. In other words, there is a relationship between a person’s level
of political trust and the extent to which they perceive the parties to favour donors, but it is unclear
which judgement is the causal one. '

83 But the negative consequences of a belief in declining moral standards among MPs do not extent to
participation at elections. In fact, at the 1997 general election, those people who thought that
standards had not declined were more likely to abstain than those more critical of MPs’ behaviour. In
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Does the public support party regulation?

The second issue to consider is the level of public support for the regulations
recently introduced in Britain. Strictly speaking, it is possible for the reforms to
have a beneficial impact on public attitudes even if there was no prior public
support for them. But this could occur only if the introduction of the reforms
served to convert attitudes (ie. akin to showing citizens the error of their ways),
something that seems unlikely. It is more plausible to argue that the reforms will
have a positive impact by building on existing support for tighter party regulation.
It is for this reason that one commentator on United States politics believes that
any introduction of state funding for congressional elections would fail to boost
public confidence in Congress. Since public attitudes to state funding are shown
to be ambiguous, Jacobson (1980: 224-5) argues that reform would alienate as

many people as it would please.

Unfortunately, as befits a relatively low salience constitutional reform, there is
little survey evidence by which to assess British voters’ attitudes towards the
regulation of party funding. The most informative set of questions appeared on
the 1996 British Social Attitudes survey, and sought opinions on whether
individual donations should be a private matter (also asked on the 1997 survey)
and whether a limit should be set on individual donations. In addition, the 1991
MORI State of the Nation poll sought views on setting limits to parties’ election
spending, while a 2003 survey examined attitudes to setting limits on donations.
The public’s views on these issues are set out in Table 3.1.

Given the low regard in which parties are held, it is not surprising to find
widespread support for limiting their expenditure on election campaigns, with
eight in ten voters supporting this reform. But there is more reticence when it
comes to the disclosure of donations. In both 1996 and 1997, almost one half of
respondents supported the right of donors to keep their donations private (the
increased support in 1997 for the publicity principle is partly explained by the
question response options, which did not include an equivocal option - ‘neither
agree nor disagree’ - thus forcing respondents to take sides). It is more difficult
to discern what support exists for capping individual donations. In 1996, only a
bare plurality (38 per cent) agreed that individual donations should be subject to

other words, the more disgruntled the voter was about standards, the more this acted as a spur to
action rather than as a demotivating factor (Pattie and Johnston, 2001a).
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a limit, although in 2003, virtually three quarters (70 per cent) supported this
option.®

Table 3.1: Public attitudes towards the regulation of party funding
% 1991 1996 1997 2003
Should there be or not be a set limit to the amount of money

political parties can spend across the nation on general election
campaigns?*

- Should 81

- Should not 14

- Don't know 5
N n/a

Any individual who gives money to a political party should be
allowed to keep their gift private if they wish.**

- Agree/Agree strongly 48 46
- Disagree/disagree strongly 29 52
- Neither agree nor disagree 14 -
- Can't choose 8 3
N (989) (3093)

There should be a limit on how much money a single individual
can give to a political party.**

- Agree/Agree strongly 38
- Disagree/disagree strongly 29
- Neither agree nor disagree 24
- Can’t choose 10
N (989)

There should be limits on how much people can donate to
political parties.***

- Tend to agree/agree strongly 70
- Tend to disagree/disagree strongly 26
- Neither agree nor disagree 4
- No opinion il
N (1500)

Note that column percentages may not sum to 100 per cent due to rounding.
Sources: * MORI (Dunleavy et al, 2001); ** British Social Attitudes (Curtice and Jowell, 1997); ***
MORI (Electoral Commission, 2003)

These measures provide us with a glimpse into the public’s reaction to party
regulation. They suggest strong support for regulating the role of the main
collective actors, the parties, with support more recently for extending
restrictions to individual donors. Note that the survey questions relate to two
measures already introduced in Britain (ie. limits on party election spending and
the disclosure of donations) and one not thus far introduced (ie. limits on
donations). A further measure proposed by many who believe that the role of
private money corrodes the responsiveness of parties is a shift to state funding.

The responses to four surveys conducted over the last decade or so suggest

8 The rather large discrepancy between these figures may be explained by subtle differences in
question wording (thus, limits are to be applied to "a single individual" in the 1996 version, but to
"people” in general in the 2003 version). Or, it may be that, having experienced both Conservative
and Labour governments, voters in 2003 are more willing than they were seven years' previously to
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rather limited public support for this option, with only around one third of voters

agreeing that the parties should be funded from the public purse (Table 3.2).

Voters may be unwilling to countenance state funding on the basis that this would

impose costs on themselves as taxpayers.

But neither do they believe the

measure would prevent agency loss. Asked in 2003 whether "politics would be

more honest if parties were funded through taxes", just 31 per cent agreed, while

56 per cent disagreed (Electoral Commission, 2003).

Table 3.2 : Public attitudes towards state funding of parties

% 1991 1996 2002 2003
It has been suggested that during general election