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Decline of the Class Basis of Party Support
GEOFFREY EVANS

AND

JAMES TILLEY*

Why has the association between class and party declined over time? Contrary to conventional
wisdom that emphasizes the fracturing of social structures and blurring of class boundaries in postindustrial society, it is argued here that class divisions in party preferences are conditioned by the
changing shape of the class structure and the effect of parties’ strategic ideological responses to this
transformation on the choices facing voters. This thesis is tested using British survey data from 1959
to 2006. We demonstrate that increasing class heterogeneity does not account for the decline of the
class–party association, which occurs primarily as a result of ideological convergence between the
main parties resulting from New Labour’s shift to the centre.

Studies of changes in the social bases underlying political divisions in contemporary
democracies have been more successful at description than explanation. Even this is
qualiﬁed by continued controversy over measurement and speciﬁcation in the assessment of
class, party choice and patterns of change over time. Current opinion would seem to
indicate, however, that social class, typically the most commonly used indicator of social
position, is no longer as closely linked with party choice as it used to be. Moreover, this
linkage has demonstrated pronounced decline in those countries where its presence was
historically greatest, such as Norway, Sweden and, of course, Britain, which has been the
site of the most intense academic disputes over this issue. In the 1960s it was generally
agreed that class was ‘pre-eminent among the factors used to explain party allegiance in
Britain’.1 Since then class has lost much of its ability to condition electoral behaviour, so
that even proponents of the ‘trendless ﬂuctuation’ interpretation of class voting patterns,
advocated by Heath et al. in the 1980s2 and taken to characterize the period from the 1960s
to the early 1990s,3 concede that by the late 1990s there had indeed been a decline.4 The issue
is not yet resolved, and the primary focus of this article is why this decline has occurred.
* Department of Politics and International Relations, University of Oxford (email: Geoffrey.
evans@nufﬁeld.ox.ac.uk). The authors would like to thank the anonymous reviewers and, in particular,
the Editor, Hugh Ward, for helpful comments and suggestions that have greatly improved the article.
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SPECIFYING MODELS OF CLEAVAGE CHANGE

Models of cleavage change can be summarized as of two kinds. The dominant perspective
starts from the assumption that political cleavages are shaped from the ‘bottom up’, with
political divisions along occupational, religious, ethnic or linguistic lines inﬂuencing
interests, values and party preferences. The decline of the class basis of politics is usually
thought to derive from processes of economic development leading to the emergence of a
less structured society. This has been attributed to rising living standards and the spread
of afﬂuence through the class structure, the changing gender composition of occupations,
the growth of alternative social bases of interests that cross-cut class position such as
private–public distinctions, increasing home ownership, the expansion of mass higher
education and increased social mobility.5 Sometimes it is also argued that these changes
reﬂect a generic process of individualization endemic in modern societies that weakens the
effect not only of class position, but of all traditional, group-based sources of identity and
political preferences.6 These ideas share the assumption that the fracturing of class
distinctiveness is the source of changes in the relationship between class position and
party choice. Classes are no longer monolithic sources of identity and interests; they are
cross-cut by other inﬂuences and have in consequence lost their distinctiveness as sources
of political preferences. As a result, ‘Few individuals now possess exclusively middle-class
or working class social characteristics, and the degree of class overlap is increasing over
time’.7 This we term the ‘class heterogeneity’ model.
The class heterogeneity model is predicated on the assumption that classes are losing
their distinctiveness, and that the class structure is fracturing as multiple inﬂuences on
political orientations cross-cut classes and provide alternative sources of party support.
It is the current orthodoxy in the study of British political behaviour. Thus Political
Choice in Britain begins with an illustrative story of a hypothetical 1950s welder and his
(customer services manager) granddaughter, whose ‘world lacks the social and economic
certainty and cohesion that characterized her grandfather’s life’, having ‘grown up in a
world where y class boundaries have become increasingly ﬂuid; where alternative
lifestyles have abounded’.8 After presenting evidence that there has been a decline in
voting differences between manual workers and non-manual workers Clarke et al.
conclude that: ‘At the end of the twentieth century class had come to play a very limited
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role in determining the voting preferences of the British electorate.’9 In this respect the
current authors of the British Election Study echo the interpretations of observers from
earlier periods such as Butler and Kavanagh,10 with their notion of a ‘loosening’ of the
social structure, and Rose and McAllister, who refer to the ‘opening up of the
electorate’,11 in assuming that classes, particularly the working class, have lost their social
cohesion and distinctiveness.
The second perspective emphasizes the ‘top down’ structuring of cleavages by the actions
of parties. In this ‘political choice’ model, the extent of social divisions to political
preferences derives from the actions of political parties and their strategic positioning. This
view has inﬂuential advocates; for Przeworski: ‘individual voting behaviour is an effect
of the activities of political parties.’12 More precisely, the relative salience of class as a
determinant of voting behaviour is a cumulative consequence of strategies pursued by
political parties of the left so that ‘efforts by left-wing parties to ﬁnd electoral support
profoundly undermine the salience of class as a cause of individual voting’.13 Parties
inﬂuence the extent of social divisions by differentiating themselves in ways that are relevant
to the choices of voters on relevant axes of competition or, conversely, minimizing their
differences on these axes so that they are less relevant to party preference. The agent of
change is political rather than social. However, strategic shifts in party positions are
themselves assumed to be conditioned at least in part by changes in social structural
composition – particularly the decline in the size of the manual working class – as
de-industrialization and globalization have transformed the industrial societies of the 1960s
into post-industrial societies with an associated expansion of the service sector.14 This
process of ‘structural transformation’ does not imply the blurring of social divisions, as in
the class heterogeneity model, but only that classes have changed their sizes. As a result, the
logic of political appeals made by parties, particularly those of the left, has changed as
‘confronted by either a shrinking base of core voters y parties are obliged to develop new
responses and new strategies’.15 In general then, the logic of median voter competition and
‘catch all’ strategies in conjunction with changes in the class structure provides grounds for
expecting political convergence resulting from shifts to the ideological centre by parties of
the left as a result of the decline in the size of the working class.
In Britain, the Labour party’s move to the centre in the last two decades on issues that
have traditionally divided the classes has put this question into sharp focus. Surprisingly,
there is little systematic empirical research into how parties perceive the changing
electoral environment and how they react to these changes,16 but there is evidence of

9

Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whiteley, Political Choice in Britain, p. 50.
David Butler and Dennis Kavanagh, The British General Election of 1983 (Basingstoke, Hants.:
Macmillan, 1983), p. 8.
11
Rose and McAllister, Voters Begin to Choose, p. 82.
12
Adam Przeworski, Capitalism and Social Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1985), pp. 100–1.
13
Adam Przeworski and John Sprague, Paper Stones: A History of Electoral Socialism (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 179.
14
Kitschelt, The Transformation of European Social Democracy; Gosta Esping-Andersen, Social
Foundations of Postindustrial Economies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).
15
Peter Mair, Wolfgang Muller and Fritz Plasser, ‘Introduction: Electoral Challenges and Party
Responses’, in Peter Mair, Wolfgang Muller and Fritz Plasser, eds, Political Parties and Electoral Change
(London: Sage, 2004), p. 4.
16
Mair, Muller and Plasser, ‘Introduction’, p. 2.
10

140

EVANS AND TILLEY

strategic manœuvring by both Labour and the Conservatives.17 Extensive evidence
collected by the Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP),18 which has placed parties on a
left–right dimension for each election in the post-war era, likewise depicts a pattern of
convergence as ‘New’ Labour followed several other West European parties of the left
down the road to centrist social democracy.19 The momentum for this shift came from
four consecutive election defeats for the Labour party, though its deeper origins lie
arguably in the changing shape of the social structure that made a parliamentary
majority derived from a working-class base far less likely than it would have been only
twenty years previously. Far from being the representative of the working class, this
transformation has recast Labour as a ‘catch-all’ party.20 In doing so, it can be expected
to have weakened the ideological distinctiveness of the signals sent to the electorate by the
two main parties, which, in the context of a growth in electoral responsiveness, may have
in turn weakened the link between social class and party choice.

MECHANISMS LINKING CLASS TO PARTY CHOICE

Clearly the two accounts described above provide very different ways of understanding
the relationship between social and political change. The task in this article is to discern
which most accurately describes the British case. How do we disentangle their implications
and provide appropriate tests?
The ﬁrst issue to consider is the models of individual party choice underpinning these
competing accounts. In the relevant literature these have not always been explicitly stated.
The voter, it was typically assumed in the earlier British literature on class dealignment,
was one for whom voting was an expressive act of the voter’s social group allegiance and
thus vulnerable to any breakdown in the intergenerational transmission of partisan
identiﬁcation as a result of the social changes described above. However, as the decline of
party identiﬁcation and the breakdown of the post-war consensus in the 1970s ushered in
a period of more intense competition for votes,21 the model was updated. Ideological
polarization in conjunction with higher levels of education, media consumption and
attendant ‘cognitive mobilization’ sensitized voters to their interests and in turn increased
the impact of issues and ideology on electoral outcomes,22 so that this revised version of
the class heterogeneity model became recognizable as a form of instrumental voting.
17
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Ivor Crewe, Bo Särlvik and James Alt, ‘Partisan dealignment in Britain 1964–74’, British Journal of
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The political choice model also emphasizes instrumental and responsive voters.
Drawing on ideas of spatial voting, people are assumed to support a party when they
perceive a difference between the platforms of the main parties and believe their vote will
make a difference in terms of which party wins. For voters to respond to parties’
programmatic positions, there must be meaningful differences between parties. For these
to then translate into class differences in party preference, there must be differences
between classes in preferences for more or less redistributive political programmes. This
seems reasonable, as class position is associated with inequality of current resources and
future prospects, which shape voters’ perceptions of their interests. The ﬁnal condition of
this supply–demand relationship is that voters respond to party signals. If party
preferences are purely the expression of identity or socialized affective attachments, then
ideological positions would not impact on voters’ choices.
The basic premise on the supply side – that parties need to diverge on matters of
relevance to people in different classes to generate class differences in party preferences –
is not new. Even in the 1950s, Converse reasoned that if parties do not take distinct
positions on questions relating to class, voters will be unable to use their class position
as a guide for voting.23 Nonetheless, the increases in electoral responsiveness in the
1970s noted above, in which party choice became more instrumental and less an
expression of partisan loyalty, should have served to increase the signiﬁcance of classbased responsiveness to parties’ ideological signals as a mechanism linking class position
to party choice.
Typically the growth of a responsive electorate has been pitted against the idea that
class position matters for party preference. With the emergence of issue attentiveness
‘voters begin to choose’ and are no longer locked into a class-dictated pattern of voting.24
Yet there is no reason to assume that a responsive electorate is inconsistent with
substantial class differences in party preference. Instrumental class voting was, for
example, a key theme of the inﬂuential ‘Afﬂuent Worker’ project, in which this form of
class political allegiance was identiﬁed as the deﬁning characteristic of the emerging
afﬂuent working class of the period,25 and the degree to which this characterizes the
motivation underlying class support for parties is likely to have increased as issue voting
has become a more signiﬁcant inﬂuence on parties’ electoral fortunes.
In summary, voter responsiveness to party polarization and the extent to which this
drives changes in class-based preferences depends both upon the choices voters are
offered (the supply side) and the class distribution of ideological preferences (the demand
side), as well as the degree to which voters are responsive rather than passive. Without
parties emphasizing choices that have differential appeal to responsive voters in different
class positions, class is much less likely to be associated with party preference. Shifts
to centralist ideological platforms weaken the signals relating to divergent ideological
orientations derived from class differences in resources, and weaken class differences
in political choices.
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IMPROVING UPON PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS AT TESTING EXPLANATIONS OF
CLEAVAGE CHANGE

Although most debates in the class voting literature have focused on measurement issues
in the estimation of trends,26 arguably the primary deﬁciency in previous research into the
consequences of increasing class heterogeneity is that the blurring and fracturing of class
boundaries have usually been inferred from an observed decline in the class–party
association, rather than being measured independently and then used to account for such
declines. Recent studies emphasizing political choice explanations of class voting have
also not included the key explanatory construct: they do not measure what it is about
party behaviour that inﬂuences cleavage strength.27 They have instead relied on evidence
concerning the volatility and abruptness of changes in the class–vote association to
indicate the likelihood that changes in association can be seen as political rather than
social in origin. Thus, social change is assumed to be relatively gradualist and unidirectional, whereas political change is considered to take a more discrete form, traceable
to political events, especially changes in party strategies and the emergence of new parties
who shape the focus of political debates and interest representation. In this view, changes
in the association between social structure and voting would be unlikely to follow a
gradual decline, instead showing abrupt patterns of change that include increases as well
as decreases in the strength of the class–party association. These sorts of tests have
provided preliminary indications of the viability of the political choice model.
Nonetheless, it is not clear which level of change is to count as a ‘discontinuity’, nor
which level of volatility is consistent with the political choice model versus the class
heterogeneity model. Indeed, identifying meaningful change versus trendless ﬂuctuation
has proven an area of heated debate.28 A further limitation of these tests is the limited set
of independent variables employed in models of vote or party preference. In contrast to
earlier work,29 it has not been customary to include statistical controls in the empirical
analyses.30 Even when care is taken to measure ideological divisions as sources of change
in the class–party association, this has not been accompanied by tests of the relative
importance of this form of explanation versus others.31
Therefore, there is no consensus on which of these models of change best accounts for
observed patterns of cleavage decline. There is sporadic evidence of an association
26
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between party locations on ideological dimensions and the extent of class voting,32 but
this has not so far impacted greatly on the general belief held by behavioural political
scientists that ‘the bonds linking voters to politically relevant class groups are weakening,
even while the political cues provided by traditional class groups (and parties) persist y
Instead, these cues are simply less relevant to today’s voters’.33 This is in part because
much research has lacked an explicit measure of party positional change and an explicit
operationalization of the effects of class heterogeneity. In this article we address this lack
of resolution by providing a simultaneous test of the two approaches in which we estimate
the effect of the growing heterogeneity of classes on changes in the class–party association
and also estimate the impact on such association of parties’ left–right ideological
movements. We also do so over a longer time period than other studies and use a far more
extensive dataset.
HYPOTHESES

How do we adjudicate empirically between the class heterogeneity and political choice
models? On the one hand, the class heterogeneity account would hold that any decline
in class voting would need to be explained by reference to changing social characteristics.
On the other hand, the political choice model would point to the strategies of parties or
elites, usually in response to structural transformation. Generally speaking, both predict
a decline in the social bases of voting in Western societies in recent decades, but the
mechanisms are different. Therefore, we need to tease out their empirical implications.
The approach adopted here is ﬁrst to describe the pattern of change in the observed
class–party association. This pattern of change then becomes the variation to be explained
through the introduction of control variables with which we try to remove trends in levels
of class–party support. These controls are not being pitted against class effects in a
‘variable race’, but are being used to estimate the impact on trends in observed class
effects of changes in the patterning and effects of these control variables. If increases in
class heterogeneity account for a decline over time in the class–party association, then
controlling for these changes should remove trends in that association. Alternatively, if
convergence in party left–right platforms accounts for convergence in the class–party
association, then controlling for the left–right positions of parties should transform any
observed slope into a ﬂat line.

Class Heterogeneity
The class heterogeneity model contends that the blurring of social boundaries through
increased social heterogeneity can be expected to have weakened the effects of class
position on party choice:
HYPOTHESIS

32

1: Controlling for changes in the relationship between other social characteristics
and social class should weaken the observed pattern of changes in the
class–party association.
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Political Choice
In the political choice model the extent of party polarization along salient dimensions of
ideology is a key variable conditioning the extent of social bases to voting. In the British
context this implies that Labour versus Conservative competition on the dominant
left–right dimension should be the prime mover with respect to levels of class differences
in party preferences. Party polarization should increase the magnitude of the association
between social position and party choice; party convergence should reduce it. When there
is ideological convergence the strength of the signals from parties to voters is weakened
and the motivation for choosing parties on interest/ideological grounds derived from class
position is reduced, and vice versa:
HYPOTHESIS

2: The pattern of change in the class-party association should be associated
with shifts in positions on left-right ideology of the two main parties.

The political choice model also requires that classes respond to party signals. If party
preference were purely the expression of identity or socialized affective attachments, then
parties’ ideological positions would not impact on voter responsiveness. The shift in the
balance of expressive versus instrumental voting and the concomitant observed growth in
electoral responsiveness that occurred in the 1970s implies that prior to that time voters,
and therefore classes, were less likely to respond to party signals. Party polarization on
the left–right dimension should therefore be a conditioning factor for class differences in
party preferences only after responsiveness has increased:
HYPOTHESIS

3: Ideological convergence/polarization by the two main political parties along
the left–right dimension affects the strength of the class–party association
only from the mid-1970s onwards.

METHODS AND DATA

We use data from two sources: (1) the British Election Studies (BES) carried out at
every general election between 1964 and 2005 with an additional survey in 1963, and
recall data from this survey on party choice in 1959; and (2) the British Social Attitudes
(BSA) surveys carried out between 1983 and 2006. The BSAs are yearly, apart from
1988 and 1992. Our dependent variable is partisanship rather than vote choice.34 Using
partisanship allows us to have a consistently measured dependent variable that enables
party preference to be operationalized meaningfully even during non-election years.
Moreover, partisanship is in some ways more closely aligned with our theoretical
expectations: our focus is on long-term links between parties and classes, and a party
choice variable that is less amenable to short-term change is more appropriate. For
comparison, we also ran models with reported vote in those surveys where it was
available, which give the same substantive ﬁndings as the primary analysis.35
34
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The wording of the partisanship questions in the BES and BSA series is slightly
different; the BES asks:
‘Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat or
what?’36

Whereas we use a series of questions from the BSA:
‘Generally speaking do you think of yourself as a supporter of any one political party?’
[IF NO] ‘Do you think of yourself as a little closer to one political party than to others?’
[IF NO] ‘If there were a general election tomorrow, which political party do you think you
would be most likely to support?’

As the BSA does not prompt with party names, respondents are much less likely to give
an initial party identiﬁcation. However, combining the three questions gives a very similar
number of non-identiﬁers to the single BES question, to which the vast majority of
respondents were willing to answer with a party label. For example, in the 1997 BES 13
per cent of respondents gave no identity in reply to the BES question. In the 1997 BSA, 56
per cent of respondents gave no identity in reply to the ﬁrst BSA question, 30 per cent still
gave no identity in reply to the second question and slightly under 14 per cent were left as
non-identiﬁers after the third and ﬁnal question.
Overall non-identiﬁers make up only 10 per cent of respondents in the pooled BES data,
although as would be expected this has steadily increased from around 7 per cent of
respondents in the ﬁrst few surveys to 19 per cent at the last election in 2005. Using the
three questions from the BSA gives similar numbers with 15 per cent of non-identiﬁers
overall, again increasing from 12 per cent in the ﬁrst survey in 1983 to 21 per cent in the
last survey in 2006.37 We have excluded the small numbers of respondents who identiﬁed
with a party other than one of the three main parties. These respondents make up only
2 per cent of the whole sample, and less than 4 per cent in all individual surveys apart
from the BSA in 2005 and 2006.

Measuring Class and Other Structural Variables
We measure social class using a slightly modiﬁed version of the commonly employed Erikson–
Goldthorpe seven-class schema, which categorizes people by occupation into upper
service (higher professional and managerial workers), lower service (lower professional
and managerial workers), routine non-manual, petty bourgeois (the self-employed, small
businessmen and farmers), foremen and supervisors, skilled manual, and semi/unskilled
manual workers (including agricultural workers).38 Individuals not currently working,
due for example to unemployment or retirement, are assigned to their last occupation,
and those who have never had a job or who are unable to be assigned to a class are
36
In later years in Scotland and Wales respondents are also given the option of Scottish National Party
(SNP) or Plaid Cymru, respectively.
37
These two measures also give very similar proportions of party support and non-identiﬁcation for
the ﬁve years that BES and BSA overlap (1983, 1987, 1997, 2001 and 2005), with no differences in support
for any party (or no party) greater than 3 per cent.
38
Occupational class is derived from the 19-category socio-economic group (SEG). Members of the
armed forces are counted as being in the lower service class (ofﬁcers), foremen and technician class
(NCOs) or skilled manual class (others). A small number of respondents did not have an SEG
classiﬁcation, but were able to be classiﬁed due to information on their employment status and managerial
status.
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assigned to their husband’s or wife’s class. Here we combine the last two classes of skilled
and semi/unskilled workers into a broader working class, giving a six-category class
variable. This is because of methodological concerns regarding how well the skilled and
semi-skilled categories are actually distinguished. These two categories of manual workers
are also not strongly distinguishable with respect to the principles the class schema is
designed to operationalize.39
The Goldthorpe schema is particularly suited for our purposes as it has frequently been
employed in research into class dealignment and thus allows comparability with earlier
published work. It is preferable to using the traditional manual/non-manual dichotomy
because the latter would not allow the effects of variations in class position within the
manual and non-manual categories to be measured.40 The emphasis in the schema on
material matters concerning employment conditions, promotion prospects, job uncertainty,
pension provision and the like also chimes well with our emphasis on the instrumental,
responsive nature of class–party preferences rather than social identities, which would seem to
relate more closely to subjective measures of class identiﬁcation.
We also include a large number of other independent variables in our models. Of most
importance are those that capture those aspects of social change in Britain over the last
half a century that have been thought to reduce the association between class and party by
increasing the heterogeneity of classes. Taking our cue from the sources of heterogeneity
identiﬁed in the introduction, we include changes in:
— Trade-union membership (current or not current member)
— Housing type (council tenant, private tenant or owner-occupier)
— Income (top decile, 9th decile, 4th quintile, 3rd quintile, 2nd quintile and 1st quintile)41
— Educational qualiﬁcations (degree, some higher education, more than minimum school
leaving age, minimum school leaving age)
— Private schooling (attended private primary or secondary school, only attended state
schools).
— The gender composition of occupations.

39
It should also be noted that these two groups are essentially indistinguishable from one another in
terms of party choice.
40
For example, it is well documented that own-account (petty bourgeois) manual workers are much
less likely to vote Labour than other manual workers. An increase in the relative number of own-account
workers within the manual ‘class’ would be expected to reduce Labour support within the class of manual
workers as a whole. However, this would not mean that there had been a change in the tendency of
working-class people to support Labour – only that there had been a relative increase in the size of a
category of manual workers who have consistently been less supportive of Labour. The Goldthorpe
schema also beneﬁts from being the only measure of class position to have been extensively validated (see,
for example: Geoffrey Evans, ‘Testing the Validity of the Goldthorpe Class Schema’, European
Sociological Review, 8 (1992), 211–32; Geoffrey Evans and Colin Mills, ‘Identifying Class Structure: A
Latent Class Analysis of the Criterion-Related and Construct Validity of the Goldthorpe Class Schema’,
European Sociological Review, 14 (1998), 87–106).
41
The income ﬁgures generally refer to household income for any respondent, although in a few of the
earlier surveys it is the income of the head of household. As the question on income in all the BESs and
BSAs is categorical, we are not precisely placing respondents on an income scale, but rather ﬁtting nearest
categories into each of the quintiles and two top deciles. Finally, we should note that income quintiles are
referenced to the individual survey sample, so the bottom quintile refers to the bottom income quintile in
the survey, not necessarily in the population. In practice, since these are close to representative surveys,
this does not give large discrepancies.

How Parties Shape Class Politics

147

We also include some other controls that, while not central to accounts of class
convergence, are likely to be related to both party choice and class, and whose inclusion
therefore provides an even more comprehensive test of the heterogeneity argument: these
are religion (Church of England, Catholic, Church of Scotland, non-conformist, nonspeciﬁed Christian, no religion or non-Christian);42 ethnicity (white or non-white); and
birth-year (categorized into eight ten-year birth cohorts).43

Operationalizing Party Ideological Positions
Our primary indicators of party ideological positions are measures of party manifesto
positions on a left–right dimension constructed by Budge and colleagues as part of the
Comparative Manifesto Project.44 We use this instrument because ‘the basic logic of party
competition in Britain remains similar to that which held in the 1950s: in policy terms at
least, it is largely about vote-maximizing by ﬁnding a location relatively close to the median
voter on a predominantly left–right dimension of competition’.45 The CMP measures are
based on content analyses of the programmes of the main political parties at every post-war
election. The quantity and direction of statements by parties, measured in (‘quasi-’)
sentences, are classiﬁed into ﬁfty-six policy categories over seven policy domains.46
ANALYSIS

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, we present a series of models estimating the
inﬂuence of class on party preference in each year. One set does not control for other key
independent variables such as income, etc. The next set controls for these characteristics.
The second stage of the analysis focuses on how class structure and party programmes
have changed and, in particular, how the gap on the left–right ideological spectrum
between the two main parties has changed since 1959. In the third and ﬁnal stage of
42
The combination category of ‘non-Christian’ and ‘no religion’ is due to the very large overlap
between non-Christian and non-white respondents, and the very small number of non-Christian
respondents in early surveys.
43
Analyses not shown here but available from the authors include public/private sector location.
Unfortunately, this question was not asked of respondents in the earlier BES studies, so the time span
covered is somewhat truncated. In the surveys for which they were available, their inclusion had no
substantive impact on changes in the class–party association.
44
Ian Budge, Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Andrea Volkens and Judith Bara, Mapping Policy Preferences:
Estimates for Parties, Governments and Electors 1945–1998 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001);
Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Andrea Volkens, Judith Bara, Ian Budge and Michael D. McDonald, Mapping
Policy Preferences II: Estimates for Parties Governments and Electors in the OECD, EU and Central and
Eastern Europe 1990–2003 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).
45
Webb, ‘Party Responses to the Changing Electoral Markets in Britain’, p. 39.
46
It is important to note that voters do perceive the changes that are identiﬁed by the CMP measures.
The BES surveys ask the following question: ‘Considering everything the parties stand for, would you say
there is a good (1964–1970)/great (1974) deal of difference between the parties, some difference, or not
much difference?’, later amended to: ‘Considering everything the Conservative and Labour parties stand
for, would you say there is a great deal of difference between them, some difference, or not much
difference?’. Answers to these questions map closely onto the pattern of changes observed in the CMP: the
proportion of BES respondents who perceive the parties to be a ‘good deal’ (or a ‘great deal’) different in
each election and the difference between the Labour and Conservative parties in left–right manifesto
positions correlate at 0.87. This indicates that people are aware of the major differences between the main
parties, and although there is no explicit reference to a left–right ideological dimension in these questions,
it would appear that voters are reacting to party polarization in the same terms as the manifesto project.
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analysis we estimate a series of multilevel models to try and directly model the
relationship between class, party platforms and party choice.

The Pattern of Long-Term Change, 1959–2006
How has the association between class and party changed over time? Using a multinomial
logit and the pooled 1959–2006 dataset of 81,758 cases,47 we model party choice (which is
categorized as Labour, Conservative, Liberal or no partisan identity) using social class,
survey as a categorical variable, and an interaction between survey and class. We also
include birth cohort, to cover changes over time that may be generational fully,48
especially those related to declining rates of partisan identiﬁcation, as well as changes over
time due to changing party fortunes. This is then very similar to the type of model that has
most often been presented in previous research, albeit in this case using a much larger
dataset and a fuller speciﬁcation of both class and party choice. The exact coefﬁcient
estimates are available on request, but, in the interests of conciseness, we simply present
the predicted probabilities from this model graphically. Figures 1a to 1d thus show the
pattern of change in the class–party association over nearly ﬁve decades. Because we are
not concerned here with short-term ﬂuctuations, the ﬁgures are of moving three-survey
averages, and are derived from predicted probabilities for a respondent from each social
class in each year born in the 1930s.
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Fig. 1a. Predicted probability of Labour support by social class
47
The total number of non-missing cases on the dependent variable is 101,788. We model only those
cases that have non-missing data on the control variables that we wish to include in later models, and as
household income in particular has a non-response rate of around 15 per cent this reduces our available
cases.
48
There is evidence that change over time in British party support has been driven by generational
change; see for example: Butler and Stokes, Political Change in Britain; James Tilley, ‘Political
Generations and Partisanship in the UK, 1964–1997’, Journal of the Royal Statistical Society: Series A,
165 (2002), 121–35.
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Fig. 1b. Predicted probability of Conservative support by social class
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Fig. 1c. Predicted probability of Liberal support by social class

Looking ﬁrst at Figure 1a, Labour support, we see a most dramatic pattern of change.
The gap between the upper service class (that is higher professional and managerial
workers) and the working class declines from over 50 per cent in the 1960s to below 20 per
cent in the 2000s. The gaps between the other middle classes (lower service, routine
non-manual and the petty bourgeois) and the working class follow very similar though
somewhat less pronounced trends. The ‘upper working-class’ group of foremen and

150

EVANS AND TILLEY

30%

% no ID

20%

10%

04

00
n-

nJa

n-

96
Ja

92

Ja

88

n-

n-

Ja

n-

84
Ja

Ja

80

76

nJa

72
n-

nJa

68

Ja

n-

Ja

Ja

n-

64

0%

Upper service

Lower service

Routine non-manual

Petty bourgeoisie

Foremen &
supervisors

Working class

Fig. 1d. Predicted probability of no party support by social class

supervisors is generally a little less Labour than the working class, although there is
convergence here towards the very end of the period. In terms of the convergence between
the middle-class groups and the working class though, it is not just the change that is
striking, it is the stepped nature of this change. Much of the reduction in class partisanship
occurs in the later part of the period we are examining, rather than the earlier period on
which many of the authors on the decline of class politics were basing their assessments. The
overall decline is due to a large fall in the difference between classes in the 1960s, some slight
decline between 1970 and the early 1990s, then another sharp decline in the mid-1990s,
followed by another slight decline up to 2006. We should also note that even at the end of
the period after large declines, there remains a non-trivial, and statistically signiﬁcant, gap
between the two working-class groups and the various middle-class ones.
The pattern of Conservative partisanship by social class shown in Figure 1b is also
relatively clear. The gap between the upper service class and manual workers declines from
almost 40 per cent in the 1960s to around 20 per cent in the 2000s. Again this decline is
centred around two periods, the 1960s and the 1990s. In fact, differences between the four
middle-class groups and the working class are almost completely static between 1970 and
1995. Why class differences in Conservative support should have declined somewhat less
markedly is not clear from a social change perspective, though the difference in magnitude
between Labour and Conservative convergence patterns is prima facie consistent with the
argument that it is Labour’s shift to the centre that has been a key factor in class convergence.
In contrast to the two main parties it is clear that there is very little evidence of a class
basis to Liberal support over the period we are studying. The most noticeable feature of
Figure 1c is the rise and fall of support for the third party, peaking with the emergence of
the Alliance Party in the 1980s. Even in the 1960s there was less than a 10 per cent gap in
support between the upper service and working classes. This weakened further by the
2000s. Finally, there is a similar lack of class patterning to non-partisanship over most
of the period. Figure 1d shows that there has been an interesting change in that
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non-partisans used to be centred in the upper and lower service classes in the 1960s and
are now more likely to be working class, and to a lesser extent, members of the petty
bourgeoisie, but these changes are clearly dwarfed by those to Labour and Conservative
partisanship. Given the lack of major change to Liberal support and non-partisanship by
class, we focus on support for the two main parties in the rest of the analysis.
In general, the changes in class differences in Labour versus Conservative support
during the last four decades have been dramatic. In the 1960s Harold Wilson could rely
on only a small percentage of the middle-class vote, but forty years later levels of support
for Labour under Tony Blair among these groups were approaching that of the working
class. To what degree these changes are accounted for by increases over time in social
heterogeneity within classes and the increasing diversity of social sources of political
preferences is not known. To answer this question, we estimate an equivalent model to
that described above, but now we include the range of control variables discussed earlier,
namely: income, level of education, private schooling, housing type, union membership,
religion, sex, ethnicity and birth cohort. For simplicity’s sake we include these variables as
having constant effects over time in the model shown below, but we have run similar
models allowing for change over time in the effects of the control variables that give
almost identical results in terms of the relationship between class and party choice.49 The
inclusion of these controls improves model ﬁt, in the previous model the Nagelkerke
pseudo R2 was 0.15, this improves to 0.25 with the inclusion of the controls.50
Figures 2a and 2b show the predicted probabilities of being a Labour and Conservative
supporter, respectively. These refer to a white male born in the 1930s with a minimum
education in the state system, who does not belong to a trade union, is in the third income
quintile, has no religion and is an owner-occupier. Naturally, we would expect the overall
gap between classes to have reduced across the board once the numerous controls
included here are taken into account, and indeed this is clearly the case for both the
Conservatives and Labour. However, there remain real differences between classes even in
later years: in 2006 the working class is still statistically signiﬁcantly different to the
middle-class groups in terms of the Conservative/Labour choice.
More important is the shape of convergence. If social change accounts for all of the
change in class voting for the main left–right parties, then the pattern of convergence seen
in Figures 1a and 2a should ﬂatten out: the funnel should become a tube. Looking ﬁrst at
Labour support in Figure 2a, the pattern of decline over time in the gap between the
upper service class and the working class seems rather similar to that shown in Figure 1a: the

49
This is mainly due to the invariant effect that these factors have on party choice. Apart from some
slight differences in the earliest period for the effects of education, and some changes in how income
affects party choices, there is little change in the impact of these factors over time. There are of course
large changes in the proportions of the population living in council housing, with higher education, and
who are members of trade unions, but the effect of being a trade unionist in the 2000s is not dissimilar to
the effect in the 1960s.
50
Unfortunately, not all years have full information on every control variable, and so this comparison
refers to two models run on all years that have the full set of control variables (70,000 cases). The
February 1974 BES is missing religion, the 1983 BES is missing income, the 1997 BSA is missing private
schooling, the 2001 BES is missing housing tenure and private schooling and the 2005 BES is missing
private schooling. The graphs below do include these years, as we have modelled them separately with the
full range of control variables that are available (and, in the case of the 1983 BES, a subjective measure of
income). These estimates of the class coefﬁcients are in all cases very similar to those estimates from
adjacent surveys.
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Fig. 2a. Predicted probability of Labour support by social class from a model including controls for other
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Fig. 2b. Predicted probability of Conservative support by social class from a model including controls for
other social characteristics

gap is around 35 per cent in the 1960s and reduces to under 10 per cent in the 2000s.
The gaps between manual workers and the other middle classes follow very similar trends.
Interestingly, what reduction in convergence we do see eliminates the shallow declines
between the 1970s and early 1990s and between the late 1990s and 2006. Although there is
still a noticeable decline between the 1960s and 1970, the gaps between the various
middle-class groups and the working class in 1995 are almost exactly the same as they
were in the early 1970s. What is also obvious is that the pronounced pattern of
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convergence found in the 1990s remains almost undiminished. There is a similar story for
the Conservatives as shown in Figure 2b. So, in general, the inclusion of the control
variables reduces class differences in every year as we would expect, but it seems to make
little difference to the twin declines in class voting up to the early 1970s, and then over the
course of the mid- to late 1990s.

Changing Party Positions on Left–Right Ideology
In the second strand of our analysis, we now turn to how parties have shifted their policy
positions over the last half a century, focusing on the idea that the strategic move to the centre
of the ideological spectrum by a vote-seeking Labour party may have suppressed class
differences in main party support. To examine this thesis, we ﬁrst present evidence of the
changes in the size of classes that will have provided the motivation for a strategic ideological
shift by the party. These changes are well known and, as can be seen from Figure 3, they
occurred mainly during the ﬁrst half of the period we are examining, with the ‘tipping point’
of over 50 per cent of the electorate falling within the white-collar middle classes by the early
1980s, just at the point when the Labour breakaway Social Democratic Party (SDP) was
formed, followed shortly by the long march to the centre instigated by Neil Kinnock.
How these changes correspond to party shifts in the ideological landscape is shown in
Figure 4. This presents the left–right ideological positions of the two main parties using
the left–right scale from the CMP. It demonstrates the increased polarization from
the 1970s onwards and the sharp convergence that occurred between 1992 and 1997.51
51

Evidence compiled from ﬁve ‘expert surveys’ over the period 1982–2003 also supports this pattern of
convergence. See Philipp Rehm and Tim Reilly, ‘United We Stand: Constituency Homogeneity and
Comparative Party Polarization’, Electoral Studies, 29 (2010), 40–53.
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This derives almost entirely from the move to the centre by the Labour party under Tony
Blair. The Conservatives did not change their position to anywhere near the same degree.
The upshot of this centre shift by the Labour party is a substantial reduction in the
difference in left–right ideological positions between the two main parties. Given the
intimate link between left–right ideology and the interests of different classes, this pattern
of change provides prima facie evidence of why there might be convergence over time in
the class–party association among voters.

Linking Class Voting and Changing Party Positions
Just ‘eyeballing’ the graphs shown above, it is clear that the polarization that occurred
between the parties is not exactly shadowed by changes in the class–party association over the
whole time period we are looking at. In fact the fairly stable gap between the parties between
1964 and 1970 is accompanied by a decrease in class voting. Nonetheless, there does seem to
have been a clear link between ideological convergence and class convergence after the 1960s.
In particular, we might pick out three periods after the 1960s: ﬁrst, the relatively steady
difference between the parties between the mid- to late 1970s and the 1992 election (the mean
manifesto difference score for the two 1974 elections is very similar to the mean of the 1987
and 1992 manifesto differences), which is mirrored by the relatively stable rates of class
voting; secondly, the sharp convergence between the parties in the mid-1990s, which is
accompanied by the sharp decline of class voting over this period; and thirdly, the resumption
of relatively stable rates of class voting in the 2000s, again accompanied by stable party
positions between 1997 and 2005.
At ﬁrst glance then, these results seem consistent with Hypothesis 3, which explicitly
models the emergence of electoral responsiveness from the 1970s onwards, but not
consistent with Hypothesis 2, which assumes ideologically responsive class voting
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throughout the 1959–2006 period. We can test these claims a little more rigorously using a
series of multilevel models, presented in Table 1. These are logit models predicting
Conservative partisanship, relative to Labour; here we exclude all Liberal identiﬁers and
non-identiﬁers to concentrate on how the two major parties have shaped class voting
rates. At Level 1 is the individual survey respondent, and at Level 2 is the survey itself.52
Model 1 attempts to encapsulate the idea of a steady decline in class voting, including just
class at the individual level and time at the contextual level; Model 2 includes other
independent variables at the individual level that may have affected the composition of
classes, trade unionism, housing, income and so forth, to test how much these can account
for how the impact of class has changed over time; ﬁnally Model 3 includes some
measures at the contextual level of the ideological distance of the parties to see how well
this accounts for changes in the effect of class.
So to be more speciﬁc, Model 1 includes our categorical measure of social class, an
interval level measure of time, speciﬁcally, to the nearest month, the number of years since
January 1959 to the election (or in the case of the BSA, July of the year in which the BSA
was conducted), and an interaction between social class and time. The coefﬁcients for
social class are thus effectively our estimates of class effects in 1959, and the coefﬁcients
for the interaction terms are our estimates of the yearly decline in the coefﬁcients for class.
This model therefore provides a way of operationalizing the notion of a steady decline
over time in class voting. As Model 1 in Table 1 shows, we predict class to be clearly
important in 1959 in predicting vote choice; the predicted probability for a member of the
upper service class identifying as Conservative is 87 per cent, and for a member of the
petty bourgeoisie it is 84 per cent, which compare with only 30 per cent for a member of
the working class. There is also, unsurprisingly, a very strong trend over time to less class
voting as well. By the time of the 2005 election, our model would predict that 52 per cent
of the upper service class and 57 per cent of the petty bourgeoisie would identify as
Conservative compared with 28 per cent of the working class.
Model 2 introduces the additional independent variables discussed earlier, though we
just report the coefﬁcients for the group of variables that form part of the discussion on
the changing character of social classes – namely trade-union membership, education,
housing and income. As can be seen these all have large, and highly statistically
signiﬁcant, effects on partisanship, and moreover their inclusion substantially reduces the
main effects of social class. Clearly, in Model 1, part of the estimated effect of class was
actually due to income, housing tenure and so forth, as these factors are correlated with
class and partisan identity. This fuller model does not, however, show a radical reduction
in the class/year coefﬁcients; there is some fall in the size of the interaction coefﬁcients for
all classes, but this is partially due to the fact that the starting point for class differences
has changed, and it is certainly the case that the trend towards less class-based
partisanship remains. In 1959 our model predicts that a ‘typical’ working-class person has
a 37 per cent chance of being a Conservative,53 compared with 78 per cent for a member
of the upper service class, over a 40 percentage point difference. By 2006 Model 2 would
52
The number of observations at the individual and survey level is lower than previously as we are
unable to include the February 1974 BES, the 1983 BES, the 1997 BSA, the 2001 BES and the 2005 BES
in a pooled model due to the missing data on key independent variables mentioned earlier.
53
As previously, these refer to a white male born in the 1930s with a minimum education in the state
system, who does not belong to a trade union, is in the third income quintile, has no religion and is an
owner-occupier.
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1

Multilevel Logistic Regression Models Predicting Conservative Support
Relative to Labour
Model 1

Model 2

Upper service
Lower service
Routine NM
Petty bourgeois
Foremen & supervisors
Working class

20.863**
20.002
2.687**
2.050**
1.637**
2.425**
0.588**
–

20.513** 20.711**
0.004
20.002
1.765**
1.385**
1.375**
1.166**
1.267**
1.166**
1.698**
1.421**
0.322**
0.232**
–
–

Interaction class: year

US: year
LS: year
RNM: year
PB: year
F&S: year
WC: year

20.036**
20.028**
20.018**
20.026**
20.006**
–

20.025**
20.020**
20.018**
20.019**
20.003
–

Education

Degree
Some higher
Medium
Minimum

Constant
No. of years after 1959
Social class

Private schooling
Income

Trade-union member
Housing
1974 onwards
Class: post ’74

Class: post ’74: manifesto

22*Log likelihood increase
(df increase)

Top decile
9th decile
4th quintile
3rd quintile
2nd quintile
1st quintile
Council or HA
Private rental
Owner-occupier
US: post ’74
LS: post ’74
RNM: post ’74
PB: post ’74
F&S: post ’74
WC: post ’74
US: post ’74: manifesto
LS: post ’74: manifesto
RNM: post ’74: manifesto
PB: post ’74: manifesto
F&S: post ’74: manifesto
WC: post ’74: manifesto

Model 3

20.006
20.001
20.003
20.007
20.002
–

20.447** 20.445**
0.217**
0.232**
0.355**
0.361**
–
–
0.858**
0.857**
1.100**
1.103**
0.876**
0.866**
0.678**
0.673**
0.481**
0.474**
0.192**
0.187**
–
–
20.817** 20.822**
20.995** 20.995**
20.250** 20.252**
–
–
0.456*
20.811
20.958*
20.757**
20.529
20.096
–
0.016**
0.014**
0.010**
0.012*
0.005
–
6,830.2**
26

56.8**
11

Notes: Models 2 and 3 also include controls for sex (reference category 5 men), race (reference
category 5 white), birth cohort (reference category 5 1930s) and religion (reference category 5
Anglican). All three models include 31 surveys and 51,421 individuals. *p , 0.05, **p , 0.01.
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predict this same gap had closed to only 15 percentage points. In that sense, there is really
little here to refute our earlier conclusions that Hypothesis 1 is simply not borne out.
What about the link between party positions, class and partisanship though?
Model 3 introduces a number of terms to try to test how party movements have
affected class voting. We include three new sets of variables. The ﬁrst is simply a dummy
variable for whether the survey is after 1974 or not (0 for before 1974, 1 for 1974 and
after). We then include a series of interaction terms between this variable and the ﬁve class
variables. These terms are included to capture the implications of the earlier results that
showed there were declines in the class/party relationship during the 1960s that we cannot
explain due to party movements. The dummy variable is also used in our ﬁnal set of
interactions, because, as we argued earlier, it is not only that class became less important
over the 1960s in predicting party choices, but that this is a period in which we would
expect that the electorate would be unresponsive to party platform change. Therefore, we
include a measure of party divergence that is interacted with the dummy variable after the
mid-1970s and with the ﬁve class dummy variables. What is this measuring? Well, it is the
extra effect of class from the mid-1970s onwards, depending on whether parties are close
together or far apart.54 We measure party divergence using the manifesto data from
Figure 4: speciﬁcally, the position of the Conservatives on the left–right dimension minus
the position of Labour on the left–right dimension. For non-election surveys, we take the
interpolated value from the two surrounding election years.
Model 3 shows how well party position change can account for changes to the class/
party relationship, at least from the 1970s onwards. The post-1974/class interaction
effects are all negative, although only those for the routine non-manual and the lower
service classes are statistically signiﬁcant, showing that there were, to some extent, greater
class differences in party choice prior to the mid-1970s. More importantly though, the
three-way interaction effects are statistically signiﬁcant for all four of the middle-class
groups, showing that the differences between the middle classes and the working class
are, after the mid-1970s, dependent on the policy gap between the two main parties. And
most importantly, the interaction terms between year and class are now effectively
reduced to 0, and none are statistically signiﬁcant. Thus, the combination of allowing the
1960s to be different from the later period and including a measure of party divergence/
convergence interacted with class effectively eliminates all change over time in the class
coefﬁcients.
These effects are illustrated by a graph of the predicted probabilities of choosing
Labour rather than Conservative using estimates derived from Model 3; these have been
calculated again for our ‘typical’ person (see Figure 5). The two thick lines show the
prediction for working-class and upper service-class Labour partisan share, assuming the
real changes that happened to the parties over the period. Clearly, this matches reality
very well, the classes remain distinct until Labour moves to the centre in the 1990s, at
which point the classes become much more alike in their partisanship.
Yet if we assume that the difference between the parties had remained constant since
the mid-1970s, the dotted line for the upper service class, then the convergence between
54
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Fig. 5. Predicted probabilities of Labour support over time controlling for movement in party ideological
positions

classes from that point on is removed and replaced by continuous differences in the
probability of choosing one party over the other, the implication being that, without
ideological convergence, there would have been no further class convergence in choices
between these parties over the last thirty years.
CONCLUSIONS

Though traditionally Britain has been characterized as a class-conscious society, in which
there are large divisions between classes in political attitudes and behaviour, the new
orthodoxy is that the inﬂuence of class has declined and that other factors have become
more important in structuring political choices. The reasons for this have usually been
attributed to aspects of social change that have weakened the distinctiveness of social
classes and the solidity of the class structure. We have shown, however, that the
explanatory power of this class heterogeneity approach is minimal when compared with
one that emphasizes strategic ideological convergence by the main parties. Thus, even
after controlling for changes in class heterogeneity and the impact this may have had on
party behaviour, the level of class partisanship observed in the electorate closely parallels
the extent of the main parties’ ideological convergence/polarization. Given that voter
perceptions of party difference closely track the pattern of convergence in parties’
manifestos, we can conclude that there is prima facie evidence that party positions
inﬂuence the electorate’s perceptions and, through this, the variation over time in the
political choices of the different social classes. This interpretation is further bolstered by
evidence presented by other authors of the pronounced drop in the power of left–right
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attitudes to predict party support during the 1990s.55 We are thus in agreement with authors
such as Clarke et al. and Green who argue for the current pre-eminence of valence voting.56
Unlike them, however, we do not think that the longstanding emphasis in British electoral
research on social class is redundant. Rather, we hope to have demonstrated that reduced
levels of class differences in party preference are themselves a function of the political factors
that inﬂuence the political choices of a responsive electorate: the emergence of valence
politics weakens the link from class to party, rather than vice versa. Moreover, these strategic
shifts by parties of the left are prompted by the changing shape of the class structure itself.
So the post-industrial transformation of the shape of the class structure, rather than the
blurring or fracturing of class boundaries, is an independent inﬂuence on politics that in turn
inﬂuences observed class differences in party preference. Contrary to the implications of
much of the ‘bottom up’ literature on the decline of class politics in post-industrial society,
strategic moves by political actors seem capable of generating pronounced changes in the
social bases of party support over relatively short periods of time.
Inevitably, there are interpretative questions that remain. Thus, the close correspondence
between the Labour party shift to the centre and the gap between the main parties on
the CMP scale indicates that Labour’s ideological shifts are particularly important to
understanding the decline of class differences in party preferences. But what our analysis
cannot in isolation unravel is whether it is this centrist move by the Labour party rather than
the ensuing diminution of the gap between Labour and Conservatives that accounts for the
convergence in class support between the main parties. The over-time correlation between
Labour’s manifesto position and that of the gap between them and the Conservatives is too
high to disentangle. However, research elsewhere does lend some support to the argument
that the position of parties on the left alone is inadequate to explain changes in class voting.
In the United States, it is the Republicans who appear to have moved markedly since 1980,
and in this case away from the centre, with the resulting polarization between the two
main parties in tax and transfer policies, making it more attractive for poor voters to
support the Democrats and richer ones the Republicans.57 This has been accompanied by
an increase in ‘class’ (measured as trifurcated income) voting,58 which indicates that it is
the gap between the parties that matters rather than speciﬁc movements by the party of
the left. Huber and Stanig likewise ﬁnd more voting polarization by income in countries
where the party system is most polarized on the economic dimension, and the costs of
voting for the ‘wrong’ party are higher.59
There is also always the possibility that party convergence/polarization is itself
endogenous. One source of this, of particular relevance for our analysis, could be the
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decline of social divisions: i.e. the disappearance of a deﬁned class structure has itself led
parties to converge on the middle ground of left–right politics. However, if the blurring
of class differences through increased class heterogeneity leads to ideological convergence
by the main ‘class’ parties, then modelling that heterogeneity controls for that source of
party convergence. It incorporates the causal path that runs from increasing heterogeneity
to party convergence and hence to the decline of class differences in party support.
Therefore, any residual effects of party convergence cannot be attributed to increasing
class heterogeneity.
A further source of endogeneity suggested by recent spatial models of party competition
(for example, by Adams, Merrill and Grofman) is that class–party dealignment itself
inﬂuences party convergence by increasing the incentives to pursue the support of the
median voter.60 To the degree that the positions of the parties depend on class dealignment,
as well as potentially causing it, our estimates will be inﬂated. Given the available evidence,
this cannot be ruled out. Our estimates of party effects should therefore be treated as an
upper bound. At the same time, it seems unlikely that all of the very pronounced effects
presented in Figure 5, for example, can be attributed to this potential reciprocality. Party
positioning has an impact on class differences in party preference, though its precise
magnitude cannot yet be ascertained.
Our interpretation of the individual-level mechanisms through which these changes in
the class basis of party support occur refers to the idea that voters respond to party
signals on an ideological dimension. Evidence that measures of substantive left–right
values/ideology in the electorate display high levels of reliability, stability and predictive
validity, even among politically unsophisticated voters, suggests this dimension provides a
meaningful heuristic for connecting parties’ positions to voters’ decisions across the
electorate as a whole.61 Nonetheless, an alternative interpretation emphasizing groupbased heuristics – i.e. voters in different class positions believe that Labour now represents
to a lesser, or greater, degree ‘their sort of people’ – cannot be ruled out. Such heuristics
are potentially widespread,62 and there is evidence that the perceived link between social
class and party has weakened: in 1987 no less than 46 per cent of people believed that
Labour looked ‘very closely’ after the interests of working-class people, and as many as 33
per cent still did so in 1997, but by 2005 the ﬁgure had fallen to just 10 per cent.63
Therefore, what our ﬁndings suggest is that such signals of afﬁnity and relevance for
group interests are themselves conditioned by parties’ ideological movements. The latter
can be used to explain how such group-based judgements change over time.
What we have been less successful in explaining, whether through class heterogeneity or
political choice models, is the decline in the class–party association observed between the
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1960s and early to mid-1970s. We are not alone: Franklin’s seminal work on class politics
in Britain dedicated an entire chapter to the puzzle of the 1970 election, pointing to ad hoc
factors such as the end of national service;64 Heath et al., similarly, focused on one-off
changes that occurred around that time, such as the reduction in the minimum voting age
from 21 to 18 and the big increase in third-party contestation of constituencies in the
1970s;65 while Evans et al. attributed the pronounced drop in working-class Labour
support to disillusionment incurred by the party’s incumbency.66 The puzzle of the decline
in class voting over this period remains unsolved.
Similarly, whether the ﬁndings from the British case can be generalized remains uncertain.
Previous studies indicate that Scandinavian societies have substantial class cleavages, though
these have declined in magnitude, whereas religion (as denomination or religiosity) forms a
more signiﬁcant cleavage in many other European societies.67 Whether the religious cleavage
is also conditioned by strategic party moves in response to a shrinking confessional base
remains to be seen, but the idea that confessional parties react strategically to declines in
their traditional constituencies, given the moral and value-based nature of their appeals, in
distinction to the resources and interest basis of class parties, would seem to be an interesting
case for party strategy models of cleavage evolution.
Notwithstanding these unresolved questions, the relative empirical validity of the two
competing models of change outlined here does have implications with respect to our
understanding of future political developments. The political choice thesis implies that we
could in principle see higher levels of volatility in cleavage strength and the reversibility of
ideological convergence trends if parties seek to differentiate themselves from others on
dimensions where public opinion is favourably skewed. Therefore, the future strength of
class politics, could depend more upon party strategy and electoral appeals than the social
changes usually envisaged in discussions of post-industrial society. If parties diverge on classrelated dimensions of competition, and assuming class position continues to inﬂuence voters’
perceptions of their interests, class could become a stronger source of party preferences.
In the British case this scenario is most likely to occur as a result of the adoption of a
more proportional electoral system. The pressure to converge on the centre and away
from traditional support bases in pursuit of the median voter would then be less
pronounced. We could then see an increase in the class basis of party support in response
to ideological differentiation induced by a changing strategic landscape. This is clearly not
what is envisaged from a ‘bottom up’ perspective emphasizing the gradual dissolution of
differences in interests derived from class structure. Our ﬁndings therefore point to a
somewhat different view of the future of the class-politics cleavage than conventional
wisdom might suggest.
64

Franklin, The Decline of Class Voting in Britain.
Anthony Heath, Roger Jowell, John Curtice, Geoffrey Evans, Julia Field and Sharon Witherspoon,
Understanding Political Change: The British Voter 1964–1987 (Oxford: Pergamon, 1991). The Liberals
ﬁelded only 311 and 332 candidates in 1966 and 1970 respectively, but 517 in February 1974 and 619 in
October 1974. There were also large increases in the number of nationalist candidates in Scotland and
Wales over this period.
66
Evans, Heath and Payne, ‘Modelling the Class/Party Relationship 1964–87’.
67
Franklin, Mackie, Valen et al., Electoral Change: Responses to Evolving Social and Attitudinal
Structures in Western Countries; Geoffrey Evans, ed., The End of Class Politics? Class Voting in
Comparative Context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Martin Elff, ‘Social Structure and
Electoral Behavior in Comparative Perspective: The Decline of Social Cleavages in Western Europe
Revisited’, Perspectives on Politics, 5 (2007), 277–94.
65

