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●

voters (e.g. those who participate in local as
well as national elections);

●

campaigners (e.g. those who engage in canvassing);

●

communal activists (e.g. those who participate
in organizations concerned with a particular
issue);

●

contactors (e.g. those who communicate –
sometimes obsessively! – with officials about an
individual problem).

So, participation is, to a degree, a matter of ‘how?’
and not simply ‘how much?’. This observed division
of labour suggests the value of providing a menu of
participation opportunities for citizens so they can
choose the channels of engagement with which they
feel most comfortable.
Who then are the gladiators comprising the highest
layer of the participation pyramid? These people are
likely to exert political influence yet they are far from
a cross-section of society. In most democracies, participation is greatest among well-educated, upperincome, white men. In addition, for all but protest
behaviour (found disproportionately among the
young), participation peaks among the middle-aged.
Furthermore, the highest layers of political
involvement show the greatest skew. As Putnam
(1976, p. 33) put it:
The ‘law of increasing disproportion’ seems to
apply to nearly every political system; no matter
how we measure political and social status, the
higher the level of political authority, the greater
the representation for high-status social groups.
This bias in participation towards upper social
groups is significant because it suggests that apathy
may not, after all, be a sign of satisfaction with the
existing order. In that case, we would expect the
well-heeled to be less involved in politics because
they have relatively little to complain about – exactly
the opposite of the observed pattern.
So, why does participation increase as we move up
the social scale? Two factors seem to be particularly
influential: political resources and political interest
(Verba et al., 1995).

Table 8.1 Political participation in Great Britain, 2011
In Britain, as in many other liberal democracies, voting in
national elections is the only political activity attracting a
majority of citizens. Direct involvement in political meetings, demonstrations, parties, and campaigns is the preserve
of a small minority.

Which, if any, of the things on this list have you
done in the last two to three years?

%

Voted in the last general election
Discussed politics with someone else
Signed a petition/e-petition
Presented my views to a representative
Boycotted certain products
Expressed my political views online
Been to any political meeting
Taken part in a demonstration
Joined or donated money to a political party
Taken an active part in a political campaign

65
35
27
13
10
6
4
4
3
2

Sources: Hansard Society (2012); turnout from Kavanagh and
Cowley (2010), table A1.2.

First, consider resources. People in high-status
groups are equipped with such assets as education,
money, status, and communication skills. Education
gives access to information and, we trust,
strengthens the ability to interpret it. Money buys
the luxury of time for political activity. High status
provides the opportunity to obtain a respectful
hearing. And communication skills, such as the
ability to speak in public, help in presenting one’s
views persuasively. Added together, these resources
provide a useful tool kit for effective political intervention; their unequal distribution helps to account
for under-participation by less privileged social
groups.
Second, consider political interest. High-status
individuals are more likely to be engaged with
formal politics. They possess the motive as well as
the means to become involved. No longer preoccupied with the daily struggle, they can take satisfaction from engagement in collective activity
(Inglehart and Welzel, 2010). The wealthy are also
more likely to be brought up in a family, and to
attend a school, where an interest in current affairs is
encouraged. They will probably see how politics can

