Political Parties and Elections: Voting behaviour and the Sociological Model

Unit 3

POLITICAL PARTIES AND ELECTIONS
said “If you’re not a liberal by the time you’re 20 you have no heart, but if you’re not a
conservative by the time you’re 40 you have no brain.”

VOTING BEHAVIOUR AND THE
SOCIOLOGICAL MODEL

SOCIAL CLASS

Scotland votes ‘no’
on independence
The people of Scotland voted on Sept 18th to
remain a member of the United Kingdom.

Those who advocate the sociological model in terms of voting behaviour stress the
significance of social class. There was strong evidence in the past that voters would
favour a party according to their social class, as measured
by their occupation, with middle-class people much more
likely to support the Conservatives and the working classes
favouring Labour. The significance of class led Pulzer
to state that “social class was the basis of party politics;
everything else was just embellishment and detail.”

“Should Scotland be an
independent country”

Aberdeen

Yes:
45%

Edinburgh

No:
55%

For independence

Glasgow

Against

Up to the 1970s A, B and C1 voters traditionally supported
the Conservatives and voters in occupational classes
C2, D and E were much more likely to support Labour.
The Scottish independence referendum was an excellent
example of how social class has an impact on voting
behaviour – the four most deprived council areas of the
country (Glasgow, Dundee, North Lanarkshire and West
Dunbartonshire) all voted Yes, whereas middle class areas
like Renfrewshire East overwhelming voted No.

PARTISAN DEALIGNMENT

Working class voters who
‘should’ vote Labour but
don’t are sometimes known
as ‘blue dog’ Conservatives’

However, many people are now choosing to vote because of issues that directly affect
them – this is known as partisan dealignment. Immigration is one such issue and with the
media hype surrounding people entering into the UK, voters who may have previously
voted Labour may now be giving their vote to parties like UKIP given that they are
under the impression ‘immigrants are stealing jobs, houses and benefits’. Indeed, class
de-alignment seen almost four million British people vote for Nigel Farage’s party in 2015
and sparked an EU membership referendum the following year. It is clear that social class
is less important than it was in the past and that other factors are now becoming more
important due to changes in society and this is reflected in the growth of floating voters
and voting behaviour has become more volatile.

AGE
A person’s age is a significant factor that influences voting behaviour as it not only
determines who a person votes for but also if they can/will vote at all. Younger voters
tend to be more radical (Nigel Farage was a punk and David Cameron used to advocate
legalising drugs) and vote for more collectivist parties like Labour, which favour
government providing for people through welfare and good public services. Elderly voters
are more likely to vote for individualist parties with traditional values of family and lowtax policies which favour the old who are more likely to have saving and be wealthier.
Indeed, in the 2015 general election, the polling organisation Ipsos Mori reported that
47% of the over 65s voted Conservative compared to 23% who voted Labour, while only
27% of 18-24 voted Tory and 43% voted Labour. As Winston Churchill allegedly once

SAMPLE PAGES – CFE HIGHER POLITICS

The sociological model of voting behaviour is concerned with what some may explain as ‘long-term’
factors influencing voting behaviour. People can be grouped into different demographics and often
vote along such dividing lines: social class, age, race, gender, geography, education and religion.

The Sociological Model explanation of voting behaviour in terms of age doesn’t always
ring true however. More often than not younger people vote for whoever their parents
vote for and perhaps aren’t as radical as suggested. Although turnout in the Scottish
independence referendum was incredibly high at 84%, the youngest demographic was
still the least likely to cast their vote in the Scottish Parliament elections of 2016. As long
as young people don’t vote, political parties will keep courting the ‘grey vote’ instead
and have pensioner friendly policies such as free bus travel, while charging students
astronomical fees for university tuition.

You could conduct a study
on the impact of gender,
geography, education or
religion as extra sociological
factors influencing voting
behaviour in the UK.

RACE AND ETHNICITY
The Sociological Model also considers race and ethnicity as a key factor in voting
behaviour. In the UK, ethnic minority groups are more likely to be in poverty than white
people and are therefore more inclined to vote for collectivist parties like Labour. For
example, in the 2015 General Election 54% of ethnic minorities voted Labour compared to
just 25% for the Conservatives. This suggests the issue is social class, rather than race or
ethnicity because socially ethnic minorities in this country are more socially conservative
(e.g., anti-same sex marriage). The Tory image of the ‘nasty party’ of old, white, middle
class men still doesn’t resonate with the Black and Asian communities. In 2015 65% of
BAME voters opted for Labour, compared to just 23% for the Conservatives.
But the Conservatives and others are making progress by having more high-profile
representatives in government such as Britain’s first ever non-white Home Secretary,
Sajid Javid. Also, issues that matter to BAME communities, such as war in the Middle
East, can have an effect on how they vote so having Muslim candidates can have a
positive impact for political parties. The best recent example of this was Sadiq Khan
winning the mayoral election in London in 2016 - the son of a bus driver winning against
a millionaire Conservative candidate in the most diverse city in the UK. This underlines
the significance of cultural factors when examining voting behaviour, rather than purely
economic reasons for how people cast their votes in Britain.

The ‘Windrush Scandal’
is a good example of the
Conservative Party’s
difficulty with race issues in
recent times, while Labour
have been accused of not
dealing with anti-Semitism
appropriately in their party.

CONCLUSION
Although the significance of social class is declining, it is still a major influencing voting
behaviour in the UK. Gender and race are becoming less of an issue given the progress
made in politics, but age is fast becoming the most significant factor with the gap
between old and young growing ever greater – not least because of the results in recent
referenda and General Elections.

THINGS TO DO AND THINK ABOUT

Watch ‘The Billion Pound
Party – Stacey Dooley
Investigates’ on BBC
Three via our Digital Zone
and write a paragraph
on ‘religion’ as a factor
influencing voting behaviour
in Northern Ireland.
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=DBNY8rhng6E

Questions
1. What were the only four local authority areas that voted for Scottish independence?
2. Why are these particular councils important in terms of the sociological model?
3. How many British voters gave Nigel Farage’s UKIP their vote in 2015?
4. Explain the term ‘partisan dealignment’.
5. What is the term given to voters who do not stick to one party all their life?
6. Who are young people more likely to vote for?
7. Give examples of policies that appeal to the so-called ‘grey vote’.
8. Give examples of policies that appeal to younger voters.
9. Who are ethnic minorities less likely to vote for?
10. What does BAME stand for?

To test your self on this
topic, go to our Digital
Zone www.brightredbooks.
net/subjects and try the
questions there!
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Political Parties and Elections: Voting behaviour and Rational Choice Theory

POLITICAL PARTIES AND ELECTIONS

VOTING BEHAVIOUR AND RATIONAL
CHOICE THEORY

The Post electoral system in General Elections which ensures that more extreme parties
don’t gain a foothold in parliament. Douglas Carswell was their only MP for Clacton
despite the party winning 12.6% of the overall vote and subsequently lost his seat in 2017.
This shows that single-issue parties like UKIP can have an enormous impact in British
politics, but they rarely pose a serious threat to the two main parties. The Rational Choice
Theory is the best explanation as to why UKIP were successful in 2015 at the expense of
Labour who lost working class votes in areas that they would traditionally win according
to the Sociological and Party ID models of voting behaviour.

SELF-INTEREST/CONSUMER VOTING

The Labour party, however, was associated in the minds of many voters with the 2008
financial crisis. This was because Labour were in office between 1997-2010 and they spent
a lot of money improving public services but left the country in a lot of debt. For example,
Prime Ministers Tony Blair and Gordon Brown used PFI schemes to build schools and
hospitals across the country rather than raising tax therefore many ‘rationally’ blamed
them for mismanaging the country’s finances. It should be noted that there was a global
economic recession, but some people had also enough of Labour after 13 years in office
and many working-class voters opted for David Cameron’s austerity agenda instead. So,
the Rational Choice Theory is extremely relevant in explaining voting behaviour in the UK
and is becoming increasingly important in relation to constitutional issues like Scottish
independence and European Union membership.

ISSUE VOTING
Issue voting, particularly in
relation to constitutional
matters, appears to be the
future of British politics
at least in the short to
medium term.

Nigel Farage left UKIP and
started The Brexit Party
in 2019 who won the most
seats (29 MEPs) in the
European elections that
year with 31.6% of the vote.

Linked to this is the rise of UKIP in 2015 when many people due
to their concerns about immigration. Although UKIP campaigned
on all issues – health, housing, the economy etc. – they
successfully made sure that the issue of immigration (linked
to EU membership) is the main cause of problems in these
areas and have had people voting accordingly. Indeed, almost 4
million people in the UK voted for Nigel Farage’s party in May
2015 and they came second in over 100 constituencies in England. This
shows that UKIP managed to convince a significant minority of voters that immigration
was the reason jobs were difficult to come by and public services were being squeezed.
Most important Issues
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Go to our Digital Zone
to watch Theresa
May’s difficult speech
at Conservative Party
conference in 2017
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Qw5ofYeLCnE.
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But, despite managing to secure a referendum on EU membership and be the catalyst for
the Brexit vote in 2016, UKIP only won one seat in 2015. This is because of the First Past
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The Rational Choice Theory of voting behaviour is concerned with the way in which
people may vote based on their own rational self-interest, sometimes known as ‘consumer
voting’. This can often be in relation to the economy, as there can be a link between
the performance of a government and the strength of the economy at that particular
time. Issues such as jobs, pay, house prices and taxation mean a lot to voters of all
social classes, so all parties focus their attention on the economy. In 2010 and 2015,
the economy was identified as the most important issue in the mind of voters so David
Cameron’s ‘long term economic plan’ helped him win on both occasions. This shows that
the American political idea of “it’s the economy, stupid” can help win elections because
everyone is concerned about how much money they have in their own pockets.

LEADER’S IMAGE
One short term factor that certainly affects the electoral success of a party is the public’s
perceptions of the leaders. Although people vote to elect an MSP or MP for their local
area, voters know that their vote will have an impact on who becomes First Minister or
Prime Minister, so their characteristics really matter as British politics becomes more
presidential in style. For example, in 2015 Ed Miliband was always behind David Cameron
in one crucial statistic: only 27% of people thought Miliband would be a capable Prime
Minister compared to Cameron’s 42%. This phenomenon of image voting is driven
often by the right-wing press who were always keen to portray Miliband as geeky and
incompetent – the ‘Save Our Bacon’ photo in The Sun as well as Wallace and Gromit
comparisons helped voters decide Miliband wasn’t fit to be Prime Minister.
However, Jeremy Corbyn faced a similar rough press in the lead up to the snap 2017 General
Election and he never did as badly as Miliband. There were various allegations of antiSemitism, links to terrorist groups as well as a general attack on is appearance in order
to make Theresa May seem like the best candidate for the job as Prime Minister. The Sun
newspaper was the main newspaper attacking the Labour leader and run the headline ‘Don’t
Chuck Britain in the Cor-Bin’ on the day of the election. This shows how the media can
negatively portray party leaders and imply that they aren’t capable of running the country
if they don’t agree with their politics. Overall the rational choice element of being confident
in a leader is media related and that often puts Labour leaders at a severe disadvantage
given that most newspapers in Britain are sympathetic to the Conservative Party.

Go to our Digital Zone
to watch a video of BBC
Leader profiles for the 2015
General Election: David
Cameron, Ed Miliband, Nick
Clegg, Nicola Sturgeon, Nigel
Farage www.youtube.com/
watch?v=q53d6Qv_k_U.

Go to our Digital Zone
and click the link to watch
Theresa May explaining why
she thought her ‘strong
and stable’ approach would
be better than Jeremy
Corbyn’s Labour in 2017.
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wu4A8hkVec4.

CONCLUSION
To conclude, the sociological model may still be the most important when evaluating the
relevance of voting behaviour in the UK, but the rise of UKIP and issue voting in general
suggests this is closely followed by the rational choice model of voting behaviour and
may overtake it soon.

THINGS TO DO AND THINK ABOUT
Questions
1. In terms of the economy, what specific issues affect voters financially?
2. Who took over from Tony Blair as Prime Minister in 2007?
3. When did the global economic crisis start?
4. How many years did New Labour spend in office?
5. What was UKIP’s key issue in the 2015 General Election?
6. UKIP won 3.8 million votes in 2015, what percentage share of the vote was this?
7. Who was the Labour leader between 2010-15?
8. The biggest selling newspaper in Britain attacked Jeremy Corbyn in 2017, what is
it called?
Tasks
1. Find newspaper headlines from ten different newspapers on the day of the election in
2015 and 2017 and make a wall display analysing what party they supported.
2. Conduct a study into the influence of newspapers during the 2014 Scottish
independence referendum and 2016 E.U referendum.

A comparison of the
Sociological Model and
Rational Choice Theories
of voting behaviour
would be an interesting
assignment topic,
especially if you brought
in American examples for
additional analysis.

To take a short test on
this topic, go to www.
brightredbooks.net/subjects
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