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3.2. Political participation

Executive Summary

This chapter reviews the available evidence relating to the four 'search questions’ concerned with political
participation.

Our analysis in this chapter identifies a number of changes and continuities since our last full Audit of UK democracy. These are
summarised below under three separate headings: (a) areas of improvement; (b) areas of continuing concern; and (c) areas of new or
emerging concern.

Areas of improvement

1. The continued vibrancy and growth of the voluntary sector.

While the boundaries of the voluntary sector are notoriously difficult to define, there is clear evidence to suggest sustained growth in the
number of voluntary organisations. It has been estimated that there were some 870,000 civil society organisations operating in 2006-07,
with a combined income of £116 billion and assets of £210 billion. While time-series data for the whole of the sector are difficult to obtain,
the number of registered charities grew for most of the 2000s (see Figure 3.2a). However, by the end of the decade there was an observed
decline in the number of charities and growing evidence of a relatively small number of charities becoming financially dominant. (For further
details and discussion, see Section 3.2.1)

2. Enhanced government support for the voluntary sector.

The Labour governments of 1997-2010 continued the efforts of previous governments to support the voluntary sector. Under Labour, state
financial support for the voluntary sector increased and the introduction of 'the Compact'  (see Case Study 3.2a) sought to provide a
framework for improving the relationship between the state and the voluntary sector. From 2010, the Conservative-led coalition
government's commitment to a 'Big Society' agenda (see Case Study 3.2b) suggested a desire to promote the voluntary sector's role in
society to an even greater extent. However, government  policies in recent decades have also raised alarms within the voluntary sector,
particularly with regard to the potential threat to the latter's independence. (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.1)  

3. An apparent increase in some forms of political participation.

Surveys suggest that, during the 2000s, there may have been a modest increase in the proportion of the population engaged in political
activities such as signing petitions, taking part in demonstrations and contacting elected representatives (see Figure 3.2e and Figure 3.2f).
At the very least, participation in these forms of political activity is stable, highlighting a clear contrast to trends in electoral participation (see
Section 2.1.6) and activism associated with political parties (see Section 2.2.3). There has also been a continued rise in the membership of
the largest heritage and nature protection organisations, which contrasts dramatically with the declining membership of the main political
parties (see Figure 3.2h). However, it is crucial to note that there are dramatic contrasts in levels of political participation by social class and
that large sections of the population appear to engage in no formal types of political participation at all. (For further details and discussion,
see Section 3.2.2)  

 4. The success of female candidates in devolved elections since their introduction in 1998.

The levels of female representation achieved in the Scottish parliament, the Welsh assembly and the London assembly are genuinely
unprecedented in UK politics. In all three cases, women have made up at least one-third of elected representatives following each set of
elections held since the late-1990s (see Figure 3.2o). The Welsh assembly, which has never been less than 40 per cent female, and
maintained gender parity from 2003-07, boasts a particularly impressive record. While the Northern Ireland assembly has lagged
significantly behind other devolved bodies, an increase in female representation has been achieved, reaching 19 per cent in 2011. It is also
important to note that, with the exception of Northern Ireland, female representation in devolved parliaments and assemblies peaked in the
mid-2000s. This raises concerns about a potential 'boom and bust' in the representation of women under devolution. (For further details and
discussion, see Section 3.2.3)  

5. Increased participation of women in government.

After 1997, there was a significant rise in the number of women involved at the highest levels of government, both in the political executive
and in the senior civil service. Prior to 1997, around 10 per cent of cabinet posts were typically held by women but, by 2006, this had
increased to 35 per cent, nor far short of levels found in the Nordic countries (see Figure 3.2m). There was a similar rise in the proportion of
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all UK ministerial roles held by women from the late 1990s onwards (see Figure 3.2n). Meanwhile, women became a far greater presence
within the ranks of the senior civil service; whereas only 17 per cent of  these posts were held by women in the late-1990s, the proportion
had increased to 31 per cent by 2010 (see Figure 3.2u). However, while the progress towards gender parity in the civil service may be
described as 'slow but steady', the formation of the coalition government in May 2010 has underlined the extent to which levels of female
participation in high political office are determined by party composition. The proportion of all ministerial posts held by women was halved
as a result of the change of government in 2010. (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.3)    

6. A clear increase in ethnic minority representation in most areas of public life.

In comparison to a decade ago, members of ethnic minority groups are now significantly better represented in the House of Lords, the
senior civil service, public bodies and the judiciary. In all cases, the improvement has taken place from a very low base, but it has
nonetheless been dramatic in several instances. For example, the proportion of senior civil servants from black and minority ethnic (BME)
backgrounds has trebled since the late-1990s, from 1.5 to 4.8 per cent. Similarly, the proportion of places on public bodies held by BME
appointees has increased from four to seven per cent over the same period. However, there is still some way to go before the UK's ethnic
minority population is represented in a proportional manner across all key area of public life. In addition, in cases such as elected local
government, there has been much less progress, largely due to the failure of the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats to recruit and
select sufficient BME candidates. (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.4)   

Areas of continuing concern

1. Threats to the independence of the voluntary sector.

While the growth of the voluntary sector has been facilitated, in part, by increased state financial support, concerns remain that charities
and other civil society organisations are becoming overly dependent on government funds. Taken as a whole, organisations in the
charitable sector now receive as much income from the state as they do from individual donations (see Figure 3.2b). Moreover, much of the
growth in state funding arises from the growing use of voluntary sector organisations to deliver public services under contract. The balance
in statutory income from grants versus statutory income from contracts has shifted decisively in favour of the latter in recent years (see
Figure 3.2c), leading many commentators to suggest that some voluntary sector organisations are at risk of seriously compromising their
independence. (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.1)   

2. A large part of the population has little or no engagement with politics.

In 2010, almost half of the population said that they have not taken part in any of the following political activities within the previous two to
three years: signing a petition; boycotting certain products for political reasons; contacting an elected representative; urging someone to get
in touch with an elected representative; attending a political meeting; donating money or paying a membership fee to a political party;
taking part in a campaign; or taking part in a protest or strike. Set alongside low levels of turnouts in local and devolved elections (see
Section 3.3.2), and declining participation in UK and European parliament elections (see Section 2.1.6), these figures suggest that a
significant minority of the UK population may well have no formal engagement with the political process whatsoever. (For further details
and discussion, see Section 3.2.2)   

3. There are huge class divides in political and civic participation.

While overall levels of political and civic participation appear to have been stable or even increased over the last decade or more, there are
very wide differences in levels of engagement by social class. A survey carried out in 2009 found that while 56 per cent of respondents from
social classes AB had signed a petition in the previous two to three years, only 25 per cent of respondents in social classes DE had done
so (see Figure 3.2g). Similar differentials were reported with regard to discussing politics or political news with a friend (65 versus 21 per
cent) and to contacting an elected representative (27 versus 9 per cent). Equivalent patterns are found with regard to volunteering (see
Figure 3.2j) and giving money to charity (see Figure 3.2l). Since this class divide is also increasingly evident in electoral participation (see
Section 2.1.6), these figures highlight the extent to which UK democracy is characterised by high, and almost certainly increasing, levels of
political inequality. (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.2)   

4. The ongoing failure to increase female participation in political life and public office.

While we are able to note some progress in this chapter with regard to the involvement of women at all levels of public life, there are a
whole series of areas where little or no progress is discernible. Women now make up 22 per cent of the membership of the House of Lords,
compared to 17 per cent a decade ago (see Table 3.2b). In English local government, the proportion of councillors who are female is 31 per
cent, a rise of only two per cent from the early-2000s (see Figure 3.2q). Progress has also been painfully slow in the judiciary, where only
one woman serves among the 11 judges making up the supreme court (see Table 3.2d), and the proportion of female Lord Justices of
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Appeal has only risen from six to eight per cent over the course of a decade (see Figure 3.2t). In the case of public bodies, the share of
appointments held by women has actually decreased from 34 per cent in 2002 to 32 per cent in 2010 (see Figure 3.2v). (For further details
and discussion, see Section 3.2.3)   

5. The ethnic make-up of the UK population is not yet fully reflected in public life.

Despite the genuine, and impressive, improvements we note in the participation of ethnic minorities in public life, there is still an evident
need for further progress. It remains possible to count the total number of black and minority ethnic (BME) cabinet ministers there have
been in UK history on one hand. Despite efforts to diversify the legal profession, which have met with obvious success at the lower ranks,
no judge from a BME background has yet been appointed to either the supreme court or the court of appeal. Similarly, elected local
government in England and Wales remains disproportionately white, with little or no overall progress made since the early-2000s in
increasing BME representation - largely because Labour, the party with consistently the highest numbers of BME councillors, has lost so
many seats since 2007. Even in those areas where BME representation has increased sharply, such as the civil service, progress will have
to be sustained over the next decade for the UK's ethnic mix to be reflected more or less proportionally. (For further details and discussion,
see Section 3.2.4)

Areas of new or emerging concern

1. The likely impact of government spending cuts on the voluntary sector.

Notwithstanding concerns about the growing reliance of the voluntary sector on income from statutory sources, the cuts in state funding for
the sector arising from the current period of government expenditure reductions threaten the very existence of some organisations. Small
voluntary organisations, particularly those funded by local government and focused on advocacy and advice, would appear to be
especially vulnerable. There is also worrying evidence to suggest that grant reductions to the voluntary sector have been greatest in areas
with the highest levels of social deprivation (see Figure 3.2d). (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.1)

2. Some of the key progress towards gender equality in public life has been reversed.  

The participation of women in a number of elected and appointed positions reached a peak in the mid-2000s, after which there was an
evident and, in some cases dramatic, decline. The peak of female representation in devolved parliaments and assemblies was in 2003-04,
after which there was a fall in the number of women elected to each of the Scottish parliament, the Welsh assembly and the London
assembly (see Figure 3.2o). In the case of the Welsh assembly, the proportion of assembly members who are female has dropped from 50
per cent in 2003 to 40 per cent in 2011. Similarly, the peak level for female participation in the UK cabinet (35 per cent of posts) was
reached in 2006, since which time it has dropped to 16 per cent (see Figure 3.2m). In relation to all ministerial positions - i.e. including
those outside cabinet - the high-water mark was set in 2008, when 34 per cent of UK government ministers were women, before dropping
to just 15 per cent in 2010 (see Figure 3.2n). Finally, a decade of progress towards gender equality in appointments to public bodies went
into reverse from the mid-2000s, with the proportion of positions held by women declining from 38 per cent in 2004 to 32 per cent in 2010
(see Figure 3.2v). (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.3)

3. The professional middle classes dominate elected local government.

Local councillors in England are increasingly likely to have a professional or managerial background. From 1997 to 2010, the proportion of
local councillors in England from either professional or executive occupational backgrounds rose from 60 to 70 per cent, while the
proportion from manual working occupations fell from 13.6 to 9.2 per cent (see Figure 3.2z). Local councillors in England are also
increasingly likely to be of retirement age. The proportion of councillors in England who have retired from full-time employment has risen
from 34.1 per cent in 1997 to 47.2 per cent in 2010 (see Figure 3.2y). These trends are serving to make councillors increasingly
unrepresentative of society as a whole. (For further details and discussion, see Section 3.2.3)

Introduction

Political participation is, self-evidently, axiomatic to democracy. If democracy is to constitute 'the rule of the people', it is clear that 'the
people' must participate in the process of rule. It is therefore widely accepted that a political system which does not, for instance, provide its
citizens with the rights to participate in free and fair elections, to join and become active in autonomous political parties, or to engage in free
expression of political views without censorship, is not a democracy.

However, despite its centrality to even the most basic notions of democracy, there has always been disagreement about what does, and
does not, constitute 'political participation'. In classic accounts of representative democracy, the study of political participation was
traditionally restricted to 'conventional’ forms of participation, namely those concerned with activities such as voting, campaigning and
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standing for office. However, definitions of political participation have progressively broadened over the past four decades, largely because
of new democratic currents, both conceptual and practical, arising from notions of direct and participatory democracy. In particular, the
increase in 'direct action’ politics during the 1960s and 1970s led to political scientists taking greater account of wider forms of political
participation, such as signing petitions, taking part in demonstrations and engaging in civil disobedience.

In addition, broader definitions of political participation have become necessary because most, if not all, representative democracies have
established various formal mechanisms for direct and participatory democracy over recent decades. In the UK, for instance, governments
have established a range of procedures designed to promote the direct participation of citizens in the policy process. As a result, individual
citizens have become engaged in decision-making in a multitude of different ways, from serving as a tenants’ representative in social
housing or parental representatives on the governing board of a school, to taking part in community planning events or consultation
exercises run by public bodies .

As such, academic definitions of political participation have been stretched because the practice of political participation has itself tended
to take more diverse forms. A relatively typical contemporary definition of political participation would therefore include reference to
activities considered as both 'conventional’ and 'unconventional’ forms of participation. For instance, Birch (1993) outlines 11 principal
categories of participation that include various forms of voting, party activism, organized protests and civil disobedience, as well as citizen
participation in decision-making and community activism. However, there are also strong grounds for broadening the definition of political
participation further still. Much recent research into political participation has been influenced by Robert Putnam’s work on democracy and
social capital. Putnam (1993; 1996; 2000) argues that there is a symbiotic relationship between political participation and more everyday
forms of civic engagement. Most notably, Putnam (2000) stresses the close link between the forms of 'political’ participation outlined above
and various types of 'civic’ participation, including involvement in church groups, sports clubs, social clubs and other organisations. He
argues that citizen involvement in groups and organisations results in the formation of networks of trust and cooperation, which he terms
'social capital’. These forms of civic engagement, while not formally considered as political participation, are nonetheless crucial to a
healthy democracy.

Our approach to political participation therefore begins from a broad-based definition of political participation which also reflects the
significance of Putnam's insights about the role of social capital. As we explained in our last full Audit:

'We use a broad definition of "political participation", which equates it more with the "public" than simply with the "governmental".
Thus we include participation in a trade union, tenants' association or a community organisation in our review as well as more
narrowly political activities such as voting, involvement in a political party or lobbying an MP or councillor. The reason for broadening
the concept is that a country's democracy lies as much in the vitality of its citizens' self-organisation in all aspects of their collective
life - what has come to be called civil society - as well as their formal relation to government. Civil society is both an important arena
within which citizens are empowered in the management of their own affairs, and a key agency for making government accountable
and responsive' (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 208).

This conception of political participation is clearly consistent with the Audit's first underlying principle of 'popular control'. However, it is also
important to consider how our approach to political participation should be informed by our second democratic principle, that of 'political
equality'. In our view, the existence of multiple channels for political and civic participation are a necessary condition for a healthy
democracy, but they may well not be sufficient if we are also concerned to promote political equality. It has long been noted that different
social groups exhibit varying degrees of engagement in the political process, often with profound consequences for policy outcomes. As
Schattschneider (1960, p. 35) famously noted when critiquing the then dominant pluralist conceptions of liberal democracy: 'The flaw in the
pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent'. Consequently, our analysis in this chapter seeks to
assess the extent to which there are identifiable class differentials in levels of political participation. In addition, we pay detailed attention to
issues of gender equality and to the engagement of ethnic minorities in UK political life.

Given these issues, the four sections of this chapter focus respectively on:

the scale and independence of civil society;
levels of civic participation;
the participation of women in political life;
the social representativeness of public officials.

In our last Audit, we noted that while membership of political parties and turnout in elections were indeed falling in the UK, the same did not
appear to be true of wider forms of political engagement (Beetham et al., 2002). We also highlighted that there was no evidence of a
decline in levels of civic participation, that levels of volunteering were high and the voluntary sector vibrant. However, we also underlined
potential threats to the independence of civil society organisations, particularly where they had become directly engaged in the delivery of
public services. In addition, we found widespread evidence of women being under-represented in all forms of public office, a pattern which
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was repeated with respect to the UK's ethnic minority population. A decade on, we find that our core conclusions are largely the same,
albeit with a number of significant caveats. We find that most forms of non-electoral and non-party political participation are stable, if not
increasing. We also point to a sustained growth in the number of charities and to relatively stable levels of civic activism, but continue to
raise concerns about the growing reliance of parts of the voluntary sector on government contracts. With regard to the representation of
women and ethnic minorities in public life we highlight a mixture of genuine, commendable progress and ongoing, inexcusable failure.
Meanwhile, we also raise greater concerns in this Audit about class inequalities in political participation than we have in our previous
surveys - although this partly because of the availability of more extensive data than was previously the case. 

On balance, New Labour's period in government from 1997-2010 is reflected in an improved set of democratic outcomes with respect to the
issues addressed by this chapter of the Audit. The evidence we have assembled points to a healthy and vibrant civil society, which
provides a partial counterbalance to the sharp decline in electoral participation over the same period. Likewise, we are encouraged by the
growth of ethnic minority representation in many areas of public office, which is also replicated, albeit to a lesser extent, with respect to
some aspects of gender representation. However, in the early-2010s, there is still a long way to go if our ultimate goals are those of mass
popular participation, proudly independent voluntary associations and equality in public life. Moreover, it is far from certain that the coalition
government's 'Big Society' agenda will prove successful in addressing these concerns, not least because it has become associated in
practice, if not in theory, with policies aimed to achieve sharp cuts in public expenditure arising from their overriding goal of deficit
reduction.

3.2.1 Scale and independence of civil society

How extensive is the range of voluntary associations, citizen groups, social movements, etc., and how
independent are they from government?

While voluntary association and citizen action often serve as an important source of charity and social provision to the poor and other
vulnerable groups, it is also widely recognised that the existence of a strong and diverse civil society sector supports democracy itself by
functioning as: (i) a centre of power that can balance that of the state and private enterprise; (ii) a source of pressure to make state and
private sector organisations more responsive and accountable; and (iii) a space in which people can empower themselves through
association with others. Historically, this has been well evidenced in the case of the UK, which has a strong tradition of voluntary
association and citizen campaigning, stretching back to the nineteenth century at least. Yet the freedom of charities and voluntary groups to
campaign and wage an independent course of their own has often been brought into question. Most frequently, these concerns over the
freedom of the sector focus on the degree to which it relies on the state to fund its other key role as deliverers of public services. As we
discuss below, these fears have become particularly pronounced since the last Audit reported, due to the increasing involvement of
charities and voluntary groups in the contracting of state services; and the concern that these are often delivered more in accordance with
the priorities and policy goals of the government than those of the voluntary organisations themselves.

The extent of voluntary association

A wide range of civil society organisations exist in the UK. However, any attempt to estimate the size and range of the voluntary sector
immediately runs into the problem that there is no agreed definition of what it comprises. While it is widely considered that the sector
extends beyond registered charities, and includes a range of non-state and not-for-profit organisations, there is little consensus over how to
categorise organisations as diverse as trade unions, housing associations, universities, and independent schools. It is also recognised that
many such organisations, all of which have a genuine claim to be part of civil society, are effectively hybrids - combining principles of
voluntary association and promotion of the public good with the delivery of state services and commercial, surplus-generating activities.

One widely accepted way of responding to this quandary is to define the voluntary sector both in its 'narrow’ and 'broad’ versions. For
instance, since 2008, the Civil Society Almanac, published annually by the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), has
adopted a comprehensive approach to defining the size and reach of the sector, comprising of 21 different categories of organisation that
can also be disaggregated into their constituent parts. Using their inclusive definition, which essentially encompasses all 'borderline’ cases
other than quangos, one recent edition of the Almanac (Kane et al., 2009) estimated that there were some 870,000 civil society
organisations in 2006-07, with a combined income of £116 billion and net assets of £210 billion.

As Table 3.1a shows, these resources are not spread evenly throughout the sector. The 171,000 general charities, for example, are thought
to make up just 20 per cent of all civil society organisations, but account for 29 per cent of the sector’s income, as well as 43 per cent of total
net assets and 47 per cent of staff employed. Meanwhile, the four categories of organisations about which there is little agreement (co-
operatives, housing associations, universities, and independent schools) collectively comprise only one per cent of all organisations, but
account for 56 per cent of income, 46 per cent of assets and 45 per cent of staff. By contrast, the 721,000 organisations across four
categories which can broadly be defined as 'grassroots’ (faith groups, sports clubs, excepted charities, informal community organisations)
make up 83 per cent of organisations in the sector, but account for just eight per cent of income and six per cent of assets.
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Table 3.2a: Size of civil society organisations by parts of the sector, 2006/07

 Number of organisations Income (£m)

General charities 170,900 33,170

Co-operatives 4,600 26,270

Universities 170 21,280

Housing associations 1,800 10,910

Independent schools 2,300 6,570

Sports clubs 104,000 5,100

Building societies 60 4,420

Industrial and provident societies 8,500 4,210

Faith groups 13,300 3,750

Trade associations and professional bodies 300 1,860

Companies limited by guarantee 6,700 1,410

Trade unions 190 1,080

Common investment funds 70 600

Excepted charities 4,000 400

Working men's clubs 1,700 320

Community interest companies 900 320

Benevolent societies 2,200 280

Friendly societies 420 230

Credit unions 750 120

Political parties 180 70

Source: Kane et al. (2009).

While the available data is patchy and incomplete in places, evidence suggests that the voluntary sector - such as we might define it - has
grown over time. This trend is most easily demonstrated with respect to the number of registered charities, for which data stretches back to
the 1960s. As Figure 3.1b shows, the number of registered charities in England and Wales has increased steadily since the register was
introduced, and has generally continued to increase year on year since the last Audit reported - albeit with the exception of 2008 and 2009,
when there were quite sharp declines in the number of registered charities. The same pattern can also be observed with regards to the
income of the charitable sector, which has increased quite consistently - from £25.1 billion in 2000-01 to £35.1 billion in 2007-08 (Clark et
al., 2010). Many of the new charities being created are small charities. Of the 48,250 net increase in the number of charities from 1995-
2004, for instance, some 37,500 (or 78 per cent) were charities with incomes of £100,000 per annum or below (derived from Wilding et al.,
2006). However, at the same time, there has also emerged evidence to suggest that major charities are becoming more financially
dominant. In 2003-04, by way of demonstration, the 290 charities with incomes of £10 million or more per annum comprised two per cent of
the charitable sector, but 39 per cent of its income; while in 2006-07, in comparison, there were 411 charities of this size, comprising of still
only two per cent of the total, but with 43 per cent of the sector's income.

Figure 3.2a: Number of registered charities in England and Wales, 1960-2009
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Source: Clark et al. (2010).

The scarcity of data on community groups and associations that are not formally constituted makes measuring change in the number of
these organisations far more difficult. What seems certain is that the total number of civil society organisations is likely to dwarf those
captured by data on charities and other regulated bodies. As Phillimore et al. (2009) note, while there are around 200,000 third sector
organisations which are registered in some way, there may be as many as 900,000 more civil society organisations which operate 'below
the radar'. It is possible that here too there has been growth over time. Indeed, by comparing estimates given in earlier studies (see, for
instance, Kendall and Knapp, 1996) with more recent ones (see, for instance, Clark et al., 2010), it is conceivable that the number of such
organisations may have doubled in recent decades (although the different methodologies used by these studies make it impossible for us
to know for sure whether this is really the case). While reliable estimates are impossible to produce, it is certainly plausible that there has
been substantial growth in the number of 'micro-organisations' operating locally. Indeed, case studies of individual localities suggest that
highly localised campaign and action groups may well have mushroomed in recent decades (Wilks-Heeg and Clayton, 2006).

Voluntary sector independence

If the voluntary sector is to perform the various democratic functions of which it is capable, it is essential for it to be independent. This
means independence from its private sources of finance; and also, more importantly, independence from government, which not only funds
many of the activities of the sector but also sets much of the legal and regulatory framework in which it operates. Concerns over the
independence of the voluntary sector from government, in particular, have become more prominent as consecutive administrations have
sought a greater role for it at the heart of public service delivery. This process began in the 1970s and 1980s under Conservative
governments aiming to contain public spending on state welfare - leading to a rapid and considerable increase in state funding to the
voluntary sector during that period (Kendall, 2003, pp. 31-2).

Like the Conservative governments before it, the Labour government elected in 1997 was enthusiastic about the greater integration of
voluntary organisations into state-funded public services; albeit as a means of expanding, rather than limiting, the scope of welfare
provision (Harris, 2010). It was also, from its very beginnings, keen to stress its desire for a productive partnership with the sector, in which
the independence of the sector was respected and strengthened. To these ends, a number of initiatives were introduced by the
government - including the extension of tax relief on private donations, which made the UK one of the most tax-friendly jurisdictions for the
sector in the world (Kendall, 2003, p. 46). Labour also instigated 'the Compact', which laid down a series of principles shared by
government and the voluntary sector, as well as a framework within which the two could work. Finally, and most importantly of all, these
steps were accompanied by further large increases in state funding to the sector.

Case Study 3.2a: The Compact

The Compact is an 'agreement between the government and the third sector [...] which outlines a way of working that improves their
relationship for mutual advantage.’ (Compact Voice, 2012). It was recommended by the Commission on the Future of the Voluntary
Sector in 1996, introduced in 1998 by a Labour government keen to see an extended role for the sector, and 'refreshed’ by the
coalition government not long after its formation.
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One of the aims of the Compact has been to reaffirm and help secure the independence of the voluntary sector from government
(Compact Voice, 2010). However, those within the sector have disagreed as to how effective the Compact has been in realising this
aim. Focus group research conducted by Compact Voice found that '[w]hilst the principles of the Compact are unanimously
supported in theory [...] views as to its efficacy in practice as a tool for defending independence vary greatly’ (Simanowitz, 2008, p.
4). Indeed, only 30 per cent of participants considered the Compact to be an important means of strengthening their organisation’s
independence, with 23 per cent dismissing it as ineffective. The report concluded that although the Compact was undoubtedly of
value, much more could be done to ensure that the principles espoused in it are demonstrated in practice (Simanowitz, 2008). The
biennial State of the Sector survey for 2009, meanwhile, found that just 17 per cent of the charity professionals surveyed believed
the national Compact was having a good impact - with 47 per cent convinced, by contrast, that the Compact had no impact at all
(Varley-Winter et al., 2009).

While the principles of the Compact are widely supported, its impact is therefore generally felt to have been negligible during a
decade in which voluntary sector provision has increasingly been determined by formal contracting arrangements and the
stipulations that have accompanied them. This seems, in the main, to be the fault of the government, which has shown a consistent
lack of enthusiasm to implement the provisions of the Compact properly (Zimmeck, 2010).

Yet, despite the notionally good intentions of the previous government, disquiet over the perceived threat to voluntary sector independence
from government has persisted. The effects of the Compact, for instance, have been underwhelming (as we explain in Case Study 3.2a);
while the scale and form of statutory funding to the sector have also continued to present concerns (see Seddon, 2007). As Figure 3.2b
shows, voluntary sector income from statutory sources increased under the Labour government from £8 billion in 2000-01 to £12.8 billion in
2007-08. This was not enough for statutory sources to eclipse individual donations as the most important source of funding for the voluntary
sector overall; but many organisations did become highly reliant on state funds, and some parts of the sector have arguably been 'co-opted'
by the state during the period. There are some very large national charities, orientated towards service delivery in health and social care,
for instance, which receive close to 100 per cent of their income from state sources - primarily to deliver public services. In 2004-05, there
were 26 charities with income from state sources of £36 million or more, with the proportion of state support they receive varying from 18.6
per cent (Oxfam) to 98.2 per cent (community integrated care). Furthermore, there are tens of thousands of small charities and voluntary
organisations with a highly localised focus, which depend to a great degree on grants from local government, regional agencies and
devolved administrations. At least some of these are overwhelmingly funded by local authorities - such as the National Association of
Citizens Advice Bureaux, whose £36.4 million of state support makes up 85.2 per cent of their total income. These developments have
raised concerns that policy frameworks over the last decade have fostered the emergence of new charitable organisations with especially
high levels of dependence on the state - a theory supported by a recent survey, which found that 'charities registered in the 2000-2008
period are two and half times more likely to regard the public sector as their most important source of income than charities registered prior
to 1970' (Clifford et al., 2010, p. 13).

Figure 3.2b: The sources of income of the voluntary sector, 2000/01 to 2007/08 (£ billions)
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Note: 2002/03 figures are inferred.

Source: Clark et al. (2010).

Of course, it is crucial to note that there are still many parts of the sector that receive almost no state funding at all; and that even among
those that do, there are huge variations in the extent to which organisations rely on such funding. This is particularly evident when one
compares organisations by size, type, location and the sector in which they work. The regional contrasts, for example, are very clear.
Devolution has meant that charities in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland receive a smaller proportion of state funding from national
government; and there are also significant variations across the English regions. Local authority and regional development agency funding
is more significant along the Eastern side of England than it is in the rest of the country; while Clifford et al. (2010) suggest that
organisations in the North West and North East are more likely to be in receipt of money from central government. This study also highlights
the strong relationship between government support and high levels of social deprivation (Clifford et al., 2010, p. 13).

In any case, while an over-reliance on state funding might well have a deleterious effect on the independence of the sector, state funding
itself of course does not invariably lead to voluntary organisations becoming extensions of the state, and may be the only option in
communities too deprived to sustain a high level of voluntary income to charities and community groups. Indeed, for many organisations, it
is not state funding itself which has been considered the threat to independence, but rather the form which this funding has increasingly
taken. As Figure 3.1c shows, the previous government placed an increasing emphasis on contract funding as opposed to grant funding -
with the rough parity between these two types vanishing rapidly after 2003-04. Contract funding is perceived to offer a number of benefits to
government, but for voluntary organisations themselves the threats to independence that it poses are manifold. The terms of a contract can,
for instance, limit the ability of a voluntary organisation to shape and influence service design; while the insecurity of the funding may also
lead to organisations censoring themselves out of fear of reprisals from government (Panel on the Independence of the Voluntary Sector,
2012; Seddon, 2007).

Figure 3.2c: Voluntary sector grant and contract income from statutory sources, 2000/01-2007/08 (£ billions)

Note: 2002/03 figures are inferred.

Source: Clark et al. (2010).
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Following the formation of the coalition government in 2010, however, voluntary organisations are now facing threats not just to their
independence, but to their very survival. Like the previous government, the coalition government has also declared that it aims to
strengthen the voluntary sector and further open up commissioning processes to organisations within the sector that wish to be involved in
the delivery of public services (HM Government, 2010, p. 29). However, unlike the Labour government, the coalition is cutting funding to the
voluntary sector considerably, at a time when parts of the sector already face major challenges. In the context of the 'Big Society' agenda
(for details of which, see Case Study 3.2b), these government spending cuts are hugely important. On the one hand, large national charities
geared up to deliver big government contracts in health and social care are likely to be able to adapt and may well find that their funding
streams remain constant or even grow. On the other hand, smaller organisations heavily dependent on grants are almost certain to find
their income cut sharply, and in some cases decimated. The risks to smaller voluntary sector organisations, particularly those engaged in
advocacy or advisory roles seems especially acute, since many rely heavily on grants from local authorities, many of which are grappling
with deep funding cuts. More worryingly still, however, is the fact that, in many cases, cuts appear to be falling hardest on those areas
marked by the highest level of social deprivation and, thus, the greatest need for the services that the sector can provide. As Figure 3.2d
shows, the local authorities which have not been able to find an alternative to making dramatic reductions in voluntary sector funding are
overwhelmingly those which rank highest on the government's index of multiple deprivation. Indeed, there is a serious risk that in these
areas, invaluable services - including those such as Citizens Advice - may shut down completely, causing immense harm to the people that
rely on them.

Figure 3.2d: Local Authority funding cuts to the voluntary sector, 2011-12, mapped by Index of Multiple
Deprivation (IMD) score.

Source: False Economy (2011); Department for Communities and Local Government (2011a).

Case Study 3.2b: The Big Society

The Big Society has been described by the prime minister, David Cameron, as his 'passion’ (Cameron, 2011a). It is one the flagship
policies of the coalition government, an ambitious initiative which aims to ameliorate many of the UK’s perceived social problems by
taking power away from the state and enabling people to exert more responsibility over their own lives (Cameron, 2011b). The prime
minister has himself stressed that the Big Society is not about 'one single policy [being] rolled out across the country’ (Cameron,
2011b). Much of the work of making the Big Society will fall to individuals and communities themselves. However, the state is clearly
seen to be a key instrument in the realisation of this transformative vision.

Government documents on the Big Society highlight three key strands of the programme: community empowerment, opening up
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public services and the encouragement of social action and social capital. Various government policies and initiatives are being
implemented under each of these headings - including, for instance, the creation of 'free’ schools; the devolution of powers to local
authorities; and measures to encourage greater levels of volunteering and charitable giving (although given that a great number of
policy areas - if not the realm of public policy in its entirety - have a bearing on society as whole, more or less any of the policies of
the government could be argued to fall under the banner of the Big Society).

Nevertheless, the project has been highly controversial, with many either left confused about precisely what the Big Society entails;
sceptical about its true purpose; or otherwise critical of an idea which they see as a philosophically vacuous and a contradictory
collection of sound-bites extolling the virtues of 'localism’, 'community’ and 'responsibility’. Even among supporters of the project,
there has been disappointment at some of the recent outcomes of government policies; as well as doubts as to whether the
government can achieve its objectives while at the same time cutting state spending in a number of key areas.

For instance, despite the government’s insistence that it wishes to further open up public services to voluntary sector organisations,
the Work Programme - one of the government’s key reforms - has come under heavy criticism from leaders in the sector for the
intolerable burdens it imposes on voluntary organisations wishing to be involved in the programme. Of the 40 prime contracts signed
to deliver the programme in England, only three went to organisations working in the voluntary sector (National Council for Voluntary
Organisations, 2011); while many of those organisations forced into the role of sub-contractor have complained of unfavourable or
unreasonable terms from prime contractors in the private sector (ACEVO, 2011). Elsewhere meanwhile, figures from the anti-cuts
group False Economy have helped to uncover not only the full extent of local authority funding cuts to the voluntary sector, but also a
trend wherein the greatest cuts appear to be falling in the most deprived parts of the country (see Figure 3.1d).

There can be no doubting the existence of a very wide range of voluntary associations and other civil society organisations in the UK.
Moreover, as we have chartered in this section, there is every likelihood of a sustained growth in the number of organisations operating
beyond both the state and the market. At the same time, however, the issues raised by the increasingly close relationship between the state
and parts of the voluntary sector does highlight causes for concern, particularly in light of the growing dependence of some large charities
on contracts to deliver public services. Moreover, despite the apparent centrality of civil society to David Cameron's 'Big Society' agenda,
there are serious questions about how the voluntary sector, in its broadest sense, will be affected by government cuts, particularly with
regard to local authorities' financial support for voluntary and community groups.

3.2.2 Levels of civic participation

How extensive is citizen participation in voluntary associations and self-management organisations, and in other
voluntary public activity?

A healthy democracy cannot exist without high levels of political participation at its heart. Yet the question of what exactly constitutes
'political’ participation is not as simple or as clear-cut as one might imagine. If we were to ask a sample of the public, for instance, which
activities they associated with the concept of political participation, at the top of most people’s list, most probably, would be the more
established forms of activity - for example, voting in elections and being an active member of a political party. So too, perhaps, would be the
various forms of pressure activity, such as membership of a pressure group, taking part in a protest, or lobbying politicians and public
bodies. In addition to these activities, there are also various kinds of consultation exercises involving the public that might be mentioned; as
well as an almost an unlimited range of 'do-it-yourself’ political activities, which have grown in response to a number of important social and
technological developments in recent decades. A fourfold categorisation, capturing all of these activities, was proposed by the Power
Inquiry (2005), and is extremely useful for its inclusion of these various types of grassroots and 'lifestyle’ activism with more traditional and
formalised types of participation, such as voting in elections. However, it could be argued that even a typology of political participation such
as this is not expansive enough, as it is limited only to those activities that are overtly political. Indeed, the case has been made quite
convincingly that all forms of civic engagement (including, for instance, volunteering and involvement in community groups) should also be
considered alongside more conventional kinds of political participation, due to the symbiotic relationship that is thought to exist between
the two (Putnam, 2000). This perspective was shared by the previous Audit, which judged that political participation consists not simply in
the formal relation of the people to the government, but rather the 'vitality of citizens’ self-organisation in all aspects of their collective life’
(Beetham et al., 2002, p. 208).

Using a broader conception of political participation such as this evokes a mixed picture so far as recent trends in the UK are concerned.
As we discuss in Sections 2.1.6 and 2.2.3, respectively, turnout at elections and figures for the total membership of political parties have
been declining for some time. The same trends can be identified in comparable countries. In fact, the primary and most dominant theme in
recent work on political participation, not just in the UK, but in almost all advanced democracies, is the declining levels of participation in
elections and political parties over the past three decades (Mair and van Biezen, 2001; Seyd and Whiteley, 2004). However, this finding is
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countered by the discovery that, in the UK and elsewhere, levels of engagement in politics and civil society beyond elections and party
membership (the more traditional forms of political participation) have actually been stable or tended to grow since the late-1960s,
alongside a remarkable proliferation of entirely new ways to participate (Parry et al., 1992; Bromley et al., 2001; Birchall and Simmons,
2004; Power Inquiry, 2005).

As such, overall public desire for participation in everyday life is thus arguably as strong as it has ever been in recent decades. Yet,
although this is a reassuring finding, it must be noted that these patterns of participation are by no means uniform across society. Indeed, as
we explain below, all forms of activism, whether political or civic, vary with respect to income, qualifications, age and other social
cleavages; and these disparities in many instances appear to have grown over time. Given that it is a requirement of a democracy to exhibit
not only high levels of popular control over the affairs of a country, as well as a considerable degree of political equality in the exercise of
that control, this is an important caveat for us to bear in mind; and should act to temper the enthusiasm of those suggesting the potential for
forms of 'direct democracy' to increasingly complement, or even displace, more traditional forms of political engagement associated with
representative democracy.

Political engagement

The Power Inquiry's (2005) analysis of political participation in the UK noted that available evidence suggests a significantly more complex
picture than a simple decline in political participation. As far as electoral activity and political party membership is concerned, there is a
clear downward trend. However, there is no evidence of decline in other political activities. Indeed, there is considerable evidence that
pressure activity has remained relatively stable over a long period, or even increased in certain areas; and that the scale and significance
of involvement in consultative activity and in 'do-it-yourself’ political activity may also have grown in recent decades, despite the inherent
difficulties in measuring these forms of participation. Figure 3.2e, for instance, presents evidence relating to self-reported involvement in a
number of forms of political activity between the years 1986-2005, which suggests that UK citizens in 2005 were, if anything, slightly more
likely to have engaged in actions - such as signing a petition, taking part in a demonstration or contacting their MP - than they had been in
1986.

Figure 3.2e: Reported levels of past political activity, 1986-2005

Source: British Social Attitudes.

These findings are supported by more recent data from the Hansard Society's Audit of Political Engagement (APE), which has been carried
out annually since 2003. As figure 3.2f shows, responses to the APE survey questions about involvement in various forms of political
activity over the previous two to three years also suggest an overall stability in the proportion of the population who engage politically by
signing petitions, discussing politics with someone else, contacting an elected representative or attending a political meeting.
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Figure 3.2f: Reported levels of political activism in last two to three years, 2003-2009

Source: Hansard Society - Audit of Political Engagement (various years).

These forms of participation do not, therefore, appear to be in decline at all. Moreover, comparative evidence suggests that UK levels of
political participation beyond elections and parties are relatively high by European standards, although the Nordic countries tend to head
the list (Stoker, 2006). However, the downside is that many of these types of political participation are not particularly widespread either.
For example, around half of the members of the public surveyed for the 7th Audit of Political Engagement (47 per cent) had not taken part in
any of the eight common political activities listed by the questionnaire during the two or three years prior to the survey (Hansard Society,
2010). These activities included: signing a petition; boycotting certain products for political reasons; contacting an elected representative;
urging someone to get in touch with an elected representative; attending a political meeting; donating money or paying a membership fee
to a political party; taking part in a campaign; or taking part in a protest or strike. Furthermore, much of the political activity that does take
place appears to depend upon a small core of committed activists - a group that is thought to amount to perhaps only 10 per cent of the
adult population (Hansard Society, 2010) and less than three per cent with respect to party politics (Wilks-Heeg and Clayton, 2006). These
disparities in participation levels are known to be strongly related to a number of social characteristics - including the social class of the
respondent. Indeed, as Figure 3.2g shows, members of social classes A and B were found to be twice as likely to have signed a petition,
and three times as likely to have discussed politics with someone else, than members of social classes D and E.

Figure 3.2g: Reported levels of political activism in last two to three years by social class, 2009
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Source: Hansard Society - Audit of Political Engagement (various years).

Civic engagement

Putnam’s (2000) influential analysis of the USA interpreted falling levels of turnout and party membership as part of a wider decline in
almost all forms of participation in recent decades, whether political, civic or religious. However, in the UK context, concerns about falling
levels of party membership and voter turnout, while clearly valid in themselves, must be counter-balanced by evidence suggesting that
other forms of political and social participation have in fact remained broadly stable over recent decades. In contrast to the dramatic decline
in membership of political parties since the 1960s, there has, for instance, been a sharp rise in the number of people belonging to a wide
range of UK campaigning organisations. The best documented case of this trend concerns organisations involved in heritage, the
environment and nature protection: the largest three - the National Trust, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the
Wildlife Trusts - have all witnessed a tenfold increase in membership levels since the early 1970s. As Figure 3.2h shows, while the
combined membership of these three organisations in 1971 was then a fraction of that claimed by the three main political parties, the
growth in the membership of the heritage and nature organisations in the 1980s and 1990s was just as rapid as the decline in the
membership of the political parties. Indeed, it is safe to assume that members of UK heritage and nature protection organisations now out-
number members of political parties by a factor of ten to one, despite the degree of overlap that there is likely to be in the membership of
organisations such as the National Trust and the RSPB.

Figure 3.2h: Membership of largest UK political parties and nature organisations, 1970s-2000s (000s)

Source: Butler and Butler (2000); House of Commons Library (2009); Labour Annual Reports and Accounts (2001-2009); Liberal
Democrat Annual Reports and Accounts (2001-2009); Bale (2011); Rootes (2007); organisational websites (accessed February
2011).
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The available data on levels of volunteering in the UK do not show quite the same emphatic upward trend; but figures do appear to suggest
that volunteering levels have been relatively stable during the past decade (see Figure 3.2i). However, as with the findings on involvement
in political activism, regular volunteering appears to be crucially sustained by a small core group of highly engaged citizens, who account
for around 12 to 14 per cent of the population (Wilks-Heeg and Clayton, 2006; Hansard Society, 2011); with the likelihood of participation
strongly related to factors such as age, ethnic group, religious affiliation and, perhaps most significantly, social class. As Figure 3.2j shows,
people from managerial or professional backgrounds are considerably more likely to volunteer, formally or informally, than those from semi-
routine or routine occupational backgrounds.

Figure 3.2i: Self-reported frequency of volunteering, 2001 to 2010/11 (%)

Source: Department for Communities and Local Government (2011b).

Figure 3.2j: Self-reported frequency of volunteering by socio-economic class, 2009/10
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Source: Department for Communities and Local Government (2011c).

Not dissimilar patterns can also be observed with regards to charitable donations. Data from the Living Costs and Food Survey (LCF) show
that the percentage of adults giving to charity in the two weeks prior to the survey has remained relatively stable at around 30 per cent over
the past three decades; although the average (mean) gift among the total population has increased (see Figure 3.2k).

Figure 3.2k: Percentage of households that give to charity and average (mean) gift among the total
population (£s, 2010 prices) 1978-2008.

Source: Cowley et al. (2011).

Yet, once again, most of the total amount donated is contributed by just 10 per cent or so of the population - a pattern which has remained
unchanged for the three decades for which we have reliable data (see Cowley et al., 2011). The wealthiest households, it seems, have
always contributed disproportionately to the total donated to charity. However, the share accounted for by donations from the very
wealthiest is now even greater than when this data series began in the 1970s (Cowley et al., 2011). This is partly because, although poorer
households who give to charity have always given a relatively greater percentage of their household expenditure, fewer of these poor
households are now giving than in the past; while, as Figure 3.2l shows, the percentage of households from the top household expenditure
decile that give to charity has increased. Overall, these two trends have generally cancelled each other out, when looking at donations as a
percentage of total spending in all households - creating a fairly flat distribution across the thirty year period. Nevertheless, there is a clear,
if modest, trend towards an increasing percentage share of charitable donations being contributed by wealthier households over time.

Figure 3.2l: Percentage of households that give, by household expenditure decile, 1978-2008 (2010 prices)
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Source: Cowley et al. (2011).

Charitable giving is also strongly correlated with age, and the strength of this relationship has also grown over time. Indeed, for every age
group besides the over-65s, the percentage that give to charity has declined overall since 1978. As a result, we have become more reliant
on the charitable giving of older people than at any time in the past thirty years (Cowley et al., 2011). By way of demonstration, in the period
1978-82, those over the age of 65 contributed 24 per cent of the overall total donated to charity; whereas, in the period 2003-08, by contrast,
they accounted for 34.5 per cent of the total.

To some extent, the evidence presented in this section provides a counterbalances to the trends we document elsewhere in this Audit.
While engagement in the core elements of representative democracy - such as voting in elections and involvement with political parties - is
clearly in decline in the UK and elsewhere, participation in wider forms of political and civic activity appears more resilient. Despite these
relatively encouraging findings, however, it seems equally clear that, even on the broadest definitions of political participation, large
sections of the UK population do not engage at all. Indeed, political and civic engagement tends to be sustained by a relatively small core
of activists, drawn disproportionally from those in society with higher levels of education and income. In short, while overall levels of
political participation have yet to decline, the class divisions we highlight throughout this Audit of UK democracy remain very much in
evidence.

3.2.3 Women in political life

How far do women participate in political life and public office at all levels?

In our last Audit we noted that the case for the equal representation of women in public office derives from a basic principle of political
equality, namely that 'no section of the population should be systematically discriminated against or disadvantaged in access to office’
(Beetham et al., 2002, p. 219). However, in contrast to this principle, our last Audit documented systematic under-representation of women
across all aspects of UK political life and public office in the early-2000s, showing that, inter alia, women made up just eight per cent of high
court judges, 17 per cent of the House of Lords, and 27 per cent of local councillors in England. Against this backdrop, a variety of
measures have been introduced since the early-2000s in an attempt to increase the proportion of women elected and appointed to public
office.

As we show in this section, while there is some limited evidence of success in promoting greater gender equality in public life, the UK still
has a very long way to go if gender parity is to be an intended goal. Having examined female representation in the House of Commons in
Section 2.1.5, we consider here the extent to which women are represented in the following spheres: the House of Lords; the cabinet and
ministerial roles; devolved parliaments and assemblies; elected local government; the judiciary and the legal profession; and the civil
service and public bodies. In most areas, the modest initial progress that has been made in improving the representation of women since
our last Audit has clearly stalled. Moreover, in virtually all cases, the UK appears to be lagging significantly behind most international
comparators used in this Audit.

House of Lords
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Women were not permitted to sit in the House of Lords until 1958 and progress in addressing the absolute gender imbalance of the House
has been exceptionally slow. From 1958-70, fewer than 10 per cent of life peerages awarded went to women and the figure did not rise
above 20 per cent until Tony Blair became prime minister in 1997 (Eason, 2009). Under Blair and then Brown, the proportion of new
appointees to the Lords who were women grew to around 30 per cent, but this has made little overall impact on the composition of a house
with over 700 members. As Table 3.2b shows, following the House of Lords Act 1999, which restricted the number of hereditary Peers to
92, women made up 16 per cent of the membership of the Lords. With the ratio of men to women appointed after 1999 being roughly 7:3, it
took a full decade before women comprised 20 per cent of the membership of the Lords. Moreover, following more than an additional 100
appointments made since the 2010 general election, women still make up only 22 per cent of the membership of the Lords as of 1 March
2011. While it would be churlish to deny that there has not been any progress made at all, it is impossible not to concur with Eason (2009)
that the proportion of women in the Lords has increased 'at a snail's pace'.

Table 3.2b: Membership of the House of Lords by gender, 1999-2011

 

 Male Female

Nov-99 566 (84%) 106 (16%)

Jul-01 581 (83%) 115 (17%)

Dec-08 590 (80%) 146 (20%)

Mar-10 566 (80%) 143 (20%)

Mar-11 649 (78%) 181 (22%)

Sources: Beetham et al. (2002, p. 220); Booth and Cracknell (2010, p. 7); Eason (2009, p. 407)

As with other areas of political representation, notably the House of Commons (see Section 1.4.5), much of the responsibility for this failure
to bolster the representation of women in the Lords rests with the political parties. Representatives from the three main parties account for
around 70 per cent of the Lords. Yet, as Table 3.2c illustrates, there is significant variation between the parties with regard to gender
representation. Women accounted for 26 per cent of Labour and Liberal Democrat representation in the Lords in March 2010, while only 16
per cent of Conservative peers were women. While none of the three main parties’ track records could be described as especially
impressive, there are very few signs indeed that the Conservatives are taking steps to close the gender gap - among the new peers
appointed in November 2010, only one-fifth of Conservatives were women, compared to four-tenths of Liberal Democrats and one-third of
Labour appointees.

Table 3.2c: Membership of the House of Lords by party and by gender, March 2010

 

 Total Male Female

Conservative 204 171 (84%) 33 (16%)

Labour 211 156 (74%) 55 (26%)

Lib Dem 77 57 (74%) 20 (26%)

Other 217 182 (84% 35 (16%)

All 709 566 (80%) 143 (20%)

Source: Booth and Cracknell (2010, p. 7)

Women in the executive
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Representation of women in the executive, comprising both appointments to ministerial office generally, and to the cabinet specifically, was
boosted significantly under New Labour. Prior to Tony Blair's first premiership, a total of only 40 female MPs had ever held any ministerial
office; by the start of Blair's third term the figure had doubled to 80, with women typically holding around one-third of all government posts
throughout the Blair years. This pattern was replicated in relation to the cabinet. Until 1997, men had tended to outnumber women in
cabinet by a ratio of 9:1. Under Blair, however, the proportion of cabinet posts held by women remained consistently between one fifth and
one third - although there was to be no female foreign secretary, home secretary or chancellor of the exchequer in any of Blair's cabinets.
Women continued to feature prominently in government under Gordon Brown, including the appointment of Jacqui Smith as home
secretary in 2007, until the resignation of three women from cabinet positions, Smith included, at the height of the MPs' expenses crisis in
summer 2009. Female representation in cabinet fell from 32 to 17 per cent as a consequence, although women continued to make up
around one-third of all government ministers during Brown’s tenure. However, following the formation of the coalition government in May
2010, female representation has clearly taken a step backwards. The appointment of four women to cabinet has maintained the proportion
of women in cabinet at about one-sixth, but the number of ministerial posts held by women has also dropped to less than 20 per cent for the
first time since the mid-1990s.

While progress towards greater gender equality in parliament has clearly faltered over the last decade (see Section 2.1.5), patterns of
appointment to ministerial office show a different, and potentially more concerning pattern. Figures 2.4m and 2.4n show that the highest
proportion of female cabinet ministers in the UK was achieved in 2006 (35 per cent), while the peak of female representation among
government ministers as a whole was in 2008 (34 per cent). As these two graphs indicate, during the mid-2000s, the proportion of
ministerial posts held by women in the UK, including senior (i.e. cabinet or equivalent) posts, was in line with the average for both the EU-
15 and for the consensual democracies. Representation of women in UK government from 2004-08 was also at about the same level as the
Westminster democracies (Sawer et al., 2009, p. 240). Indeed, as Figures 2.4m and 2.4n show, by 2006, the argument could reasonably
have been made that the UK was beginning to approach the levels of female representation in government typical of the Nordic countries.
Having lagged behind most other democracies for decades, the UK's record of realising relatively high levels of female participation in
government by the mid-2000s was therefore of genuine significance.

Figure 3.2m: Proportion of senior ministerial posts (cabinet or equivalent) held by women, UK compared to
EU15 and Nordic average, 2004-10.

Source: Calculated from European Commission (2011)

Figure 3.2n: Proportion of all ministerial posts held by women, UK and groups of European comparators,
2004-10.
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Source: Calculated from European Commission (2011)

However, as Figures 3.2m and 3.2n also show, the dramatic falls in female participation in the executive after 2009 meant that the
proportion of all UK ministerial posts held by women, as well as UK cabinet posts, has dropped to half the EU-15 average by 2010. Even
more telling was the 30 percentage point gap between the UK and the Nordic countries on both measures in 2010. By the end of the 2000s,
the Nordic countries had achieved broad gender parity in government positions, with changes of government resulting in no discernable
shift in the proportion of women in government. In the UK, by contrast, the formation of the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition in 2010
saw female representation across all ministerial positions fall from 30 per cent to 15 per cent. It is notable in this regard that women make
up 40 per cent of Labour's shadow cabinet now that the party are in opposition. It would appear, therefore, that any prospect of shattering
the glass ceiling in high political office remains overly-dependent on Labour retuning to power.

Devolved parliaments and assemblies

While efforts to improve the representation of women in the UK parliament have clearly faltered over the past decade, the new elected
bodies created as a result of devolution have a significantly better track record. As Figure 3.2o demonstrates, the four sets of Scottish
elections which have so far taken place, in 1999, 2004, 2007 and 2011, have produced Scottish parliaments in which a third or more of
members of the Scottish parliament (MSPs) are women. The Greater London assembly, to which elections have so far been held in 2000,
2004 and 2008, has maintained broadly the same pattern, although there was a drop in female representation in 2008. Meanwhile,
devolved elections in Wales have consistently produced the most 'feminised' elected body in UK politics. Since it was established in 1998,
female membership of the Welsh assembly has remained at 40 per cent or above, and gender parity was achieved in 2003 - an outcome
heralded as a 'world record' for an elected body (Guardian, 2003). When Trish Law was elected as an independent assembly member (AM)
for Blaenau Gwent in a by-election in 2006, the Welsh assembly went a step further by becoming the first legislative body in history to have
a female majority (Electoral Reform Society, 2007).

Figure 3.2o: Percentage of seats taken by women following elections to devolved bodies in the UK, 1998-
2011
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Sources:  Rallings and Thrasher (2003); Eason (2009); Northern Ireland Assembly (2011); Electoral Reform Society (2011); Kenny
and Mackay (2011)

While the gender outcomes arising from devolved elections have consistently marked them apart from those for the UK parliament or local
councils, Figure 3.2o also shows that the high watermark of female representation in devolved bodies was in 2003-04. The Scottish
parliament, the Welsh assembly and the Greater London assembly have all since seen a decline in the number of women elected since
2003-04. The principal reasons for this pattern relate to the variations in the gender balance of candidates selected by individual political
parties and to changes in party balance following elections. For example, Labour candidates for the Scottish parliament are significantly
more likely to be women than SNP candidates. Thus, the rise in SNP support at the 2007 and 2011 Scottish elections prompted female
representation to drop; following the 2001 Scottish elections, women comprised 46 per cent of Labour, but only 28 per cent of SNP MSPs
(Kenny and Mackay, 2011). Similarly, when the representation of women in the Welsh assembly fell after the 2007 elections, a majority of
Labour assembly members were women, and broad gender parity was achieved among successful Liberal Democrat and Plaid Cymru
candidates. Yet, there was only one woman among the twelve Conservative candidates elected to the assembly - an outcome easily
explained by the twin failure of the party to select female candidates in winnable constituencies or to place a woman at the top of any
regional list  (Electoral Reform Society, 2007). Following the 2011 Welsh elections, Labour AMs were split equally between men and
women, but women made up only 29 per cent of Conservative, 37 per cent of Plaid Cymru and 40 per cent of Liberal Democrat AMs.

It is clear from Figure 3.2p that elections to the Northern Ireland assembly show evidence of a far poorer record of gender representation in
comparison to other devolved elections. However, in contrast to other devolved bodies, the proportion of Northern Ireland assembly
members who are women has grown steadily since 1998, when it was just 13 per cent, and stands at just under 19 per cent following the
2011 elections. Contrasts between the political parties are again a significant factor in explaining levels of gender representation at
Stormont. As Figure 3.2p illustrates, the two nationalist parties, accounted for 11 of the 20 women elected to the assembly in 2011. Twenty-
eight per cent of Sinn Fein's representatives in the assembly are women, while the Social and Democratic Labour Party's contingent is 21
per cent female. A further two women were elected to represent the non-sectarian Alliance Party, comprising one quarter of the party's
presence in the assembly. However, the three unionist parties returned only seven successful female candidates between them. Just 13
per cent of both Democratic Unionist and Ulster Unionist assembly members are female although, in both cases, these figures represent a
significant advance compared to 2007.

Figure 3.2p: Membership of the Northern Ireland Assembly, by party and gender, 2011
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Source: Northern Ireland Assembly (2011)

Local government

Local elections in Great Britain evidence much the same trends as general elections (see Section 2.1.5) with regard to gender
representation. Despite modest improvement over the course of many decades, women remain under-represented among the ranks of
elected councillors in Great Britain. The proportion of councillors who are women has doubled from the early-1970s to the late-2000s
(Councillors Commission, 2007), but remains at only 31 per cent in England, 25 per cent in Wales and 22 per cent in Scotland. Moreover,
as Figures 3.2q, 3.2r and 3.2s show, the growth of female representation in English and Welsh local government since the late-1990s has
been painfully slow, and appears to have stalled entirely in Scotland. There are again significant differences between the political parties.
In 2008, 28 per cent of Conservative councillors in England were women, compared to 34 per cent of Labour, 35 per cent of Liberal
Democrat and 44 per cent of Green Party councillors. In Scotland, however, only 18 per cent of Labour councillors elected in 2007 were
women, compared to 21 per cent for the SNP, 24 per cent for the Conservatives and 32 per cent for Liberal Democrats.

Figure 3.2q: Elected local councillors in England, 1997-2008, by gender (%)

Source: Local Government Association (2008); Local Government Association (2010)

Figure 3.2r: Elected local councillors in Scotland, 1995-2007, by gender (%)
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Sources: SOCLA (2004); Electoral Reform Society (2007)

Figure 3.2s: Elected local councillors in Wales, 1999-2008, by gender (%)

Source: Welsh Local Government Association (2004); Hansard Society (2012)

The judiciary and the legal professions

In our 2002 Audit, we noted that women 'occupy few or very few senior judicial positions, but are strongly represented at junior levels and in
the unpaid lay judiciary’ (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 221). Indeed, the UK has been slow to appoint women to the judiciary, appearing to
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represent a laggard in comparison to other established democracies (Kenney, 2008). Although judicial offices were opened to female
candidates in 1919, it was not until 1945 that the first woman judge was appointed in England. Meanwhile, the appointment of Brenda Hale
as a law lord in 2003 came a quarter of a century after the United States and Canada had first appointed women to their respective
supreme courts (Kenney, 2008), and 15 years after the first female appointment to the Australian high court. Moreover, prior to the 1990s,
the UK judiciary had strongly resisted diversity initiatives as being irrelevant and inappropriate (Malesson, 2009). It was held that an
emphasis on personal backgrounds would invite too much political interference in the judicary’s composition and would deter it from the
principle of impartiality. Only by the early-1990s was the judiciary prepared to admit that a lack of diversity was undermining the public’s
confidence in the courts. It was suggested in 1992 by Lord Taylor, the lord chief justice that there was 'no doubt that the balance [would] be
readdressed in the next few years’ (Guardian, 2010)

From the 1990s, steps were taken to create an open and transparent appointment process for judicial posts, although appointment based
on 'merit’ continued to be the dominating principle. After 1997, Labour initiated more direct intervention, although the focus remained on
providing for greater transparency in judicial appointments. Central to these efforts was the transfer of authority for judicial appointments
from the lord chancellor to the Judicial Appointments Commission (JAC) in 2006 (Malesson, 2009). This change was also part of a wider
set of reforms to the lord chancellor’s office. Previously, the lord chancellor had been solely responsible for selecting all QCs and judges to
the high court, court of appeal and House of Lords. The failure of previous lord chancellors to appoint more women to the bench became
central to the case for a new judicial appointment system. Moreover, because women (and ethnic minorities) are not as well represented on
the bench, the JAC is required by statute to have regard to the need to encourage diversity in the range of candidates for judicial
appointment.

The impact of these measures appears to have been very modest indeed. Table 3.2d compares the gender balance in the highest court of
appeal in six English-speaking democracies (since 2010, the relevant court has been known as the supreme court in all cases other than
Australian where the equivalent is the 'high court'). In 2003, the UK and Australia stood out as having significant under-representation of
women at the highest level of the judiciary. If anything, the figures for 2003 exaggerate the UK's relative position: as noted above, the UK's
first law lord had been appointed in 2003, whereas the single female member of Australia's high court had just retired. However, by 2011,
the UK was clearly out of line with all of its English-speaking comparators. Australia and Canada have effectively achieved gender parity,
while women make up between one-fifth and one-third of judges serving on the supreme courts of Ireland, New Zealand and the USA. In
the UK, however, there have yet to be any further female appointments at this level, leaving Lady Hale as the single female justice serving
on the UK's 11 member supreme court.  There is also evidence to suggest that the UK finds itself lagging behind the EU-15 average; in
2004 female membership of supreme courts across the EU averaged 13 per cent. By 2011, 19 per cent of supreme court members in the
EU were women, itself unimpressive by international standards (European Commission, 2011), but ahead of the UK, where the proportion
remained static at under 10 per cent.

Table 3.2d: Membership of the highest court of appeal in established English-speaking democracies, by
gender, 2003 and 2011

 2003 2011

 Total Male Female
%

Female
Total Male Female

%
Female

Australia 7 7 0 0 7 4 3 42.9

Canada 9 6 3 33.3 9 5 4 44.4

Ireland 9 7 2 22.2 9 7 2 22.2

New
Zealand

8 6 2 25 5 4 1 20

UK 12 11 1 8.3 11 10 1 9.1

USA 9 7 2 22.2 9 6 3 33.3

Sources: Davis and Williams (2003, p. 8); court websites (accessed 8 March 2011)

Developments have not been much more encouraging in other higher-tier and appeal courts. Figure 3.2t offers a familiar story of slow, often
faltering, progress, similar to that noted throughout this section. Women now comprise three of the 37 lord justices of appeal in England and
Wales, representing eight per cent of the total, compared to six per cent in 2001. Rather more has been achieved among the ranks of high
court judges and circuit judges. There were 16 female high court judges in 2010 in England and Wales, compared to eight in 2001.
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Likewise, the number of female circuit judges has risen from 44 in 2001 to 101 in 2010. Yet even a doubling of the number of women in
these positions has only served to increase their presence to around 15 per cent of the total, in both cases.

Figure 3.2t: Women in the judiciary, England and Wales, 2001-10 (%)

Source: Judicial Office (2001-2010)

Similar patterns are evident among other senior legal positions in England and Wales (and are also replicated in Scotland, although we do
not consider them here given the contrasts in the legal systems). Judicial Office statistics reveal that women comprised just 16 per cent of
recorders in 2010, compared to 14 per cent in 2001. Women also remain hugely unrepresented among Queen’s Counsel (QCs),
comprising a mere 11 per cent of QCs in 2010 (up from six per cent in 2000). Among lower ranks, women tend to enjoy higher levels of
representation. The proportion of female district judges in 2010 was 25 per cent, up from 19 per cent in 2000, while women comprised 29
per cent of deputy district judges, compared to 20 per cent in 2000. In English and Welsh magistrates’ courts, meanwhile, women made up
27 per cent of deputy district judges and 26 per cent of district judges in 2010, up from 19 and 21 per cent, respectively, in 2001. Despite
this evident gender inequality throughout, it remains the case that the majority of new entrants to the legal profession are women. In each
year since 1999, women have comprised between 50 and 60 per cent of new admissions to the Law Society, the professional body of
solicitors in England and Wales, with women making up 46 per cent of all practicing solicitors in 2010.  

The belief that appointments based on merit would ultimately ensure that women would find their way to the upper ranks of the judiciary in
large numbers has clearly been discredited. Public discourse on diversity in the judiciary has been dominated by the belief that only
modest intervention is needed and that it is only a matter of time before the rising numbers of women studying and practicing law 'trickles
up’ to the composition of the judiciary. Yet, even structural reforms have so failed to introduce any significant results. While statistics show
that women are well represented in law courses at the undergraduate level (Kenney 2008) and also among the ranks of solicitors, very few
women are able to break through the glass ceiling in the legal profession or, in many cases, enter through the glass door. Indeed, the
Equality and Human Rights Commission (2008) concluded that it would take at least 55 years at current rates before gender equality is
reached in the judiciary. Given the extent of intervention required to bring about this modest degree of change over a decade, it is difficult
not to concur with the assessment that:

'despite two decades of official activity, the pace of change has been far slower than anticipated by many in the judiciary, the
government and the legal profession and there remains little prospect of any significant shift in the composition of the bench in the
near future' (Malleson, 2009, p. 377).

The civil service and public bodies
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In our last full Audit, we noted that women occupied just 17.2 per cent of senior civil service posts in 1999, although this figure represented
a significant improvement compared to 1984, when a mere 5.9 per cent of these positions were held by women (Beetham et al., 2002, p.
224). We also noted the striking contrast with more junior roles, with women making up 62.5 per cent of staff at the administrative officer and
administrative assistant level of the civil service. Almost uniquely among the data we present in this section, there has been genuine and
sustained progress since our last Audit in realising greater gender equality in the civil service. By 2006, women comprised 28 per cent of
the senior civil service, and the government was working towards a target, agreed as part of the 2004 spending review, of 37 per cent by
2008. These targets also provided the basis for a ten-point plan adopted by the civil service (Cabinet Office, 2005). While the target set in
2004 has not been reached, the proportion of senior civil servants who are women has grown steadily to reach 31 per cent in 2010, as
Figure 3.2z shows. Over the period from 2006-10, the proportion of female civil servants at grades six and seven of the civil service rose
from 33 to 36 per cent. Meanwhile, gender parity has been achieved at lower grades, most notably among administrative officers and
assistants, which previously contained a disproportional number of female civil servants. Despite the evidence of sustained progress,
however, there is clearly some way to go if gender parity is to be achieved in the civil service or even, in the more immediate term, if the
targets originally set for 2008 are to be met. Meanwhile, comparative studies of women in the civil service suggest that the UK ranks
relatively poorly among EU member states (Kuperus and Rode, 2008; European Commission, 2011). 

Figure 3.2u: Women in the UK civil service, 2006-10

Source: Civil Service Statistics (2006-10)

Public Boards

In our 2002 Audit we noted that women comprised 33 per cent of the 30,520 appointees to the boards of public bodies in the UK in 2000
(Beetham et al., 2002, p. 225). We also observed that, at that time, gender representation on public bodies was more equitable than for
senior civil service posts or for most elected bodies. Our assessment of progress since the early-2000s points to a familiar pattern. Despite
a strong government commitment under Labour to move towards gender equality, and some initial evidence of success in doing so, gender
representation on public bodies has barely changed, and if anything, worsened compared to 2002. The gap we observed between public
boards and the senior civil service has all but vanished, although this is as much to do with a lack of change in the former as it is
improvements in the latter.

In 1998, the first Blair government had committed to achieving a '50:50 ratio of women and men for public appointments' (Flinders et al.,
2011, p. 129). As Figure 3.2v shows, while there was an increase in the proportion of female members of public bodies in the first half of the
2000s, which continued a trend that had begun in the 1990s. By 2004, 38 per cent of women held places on public bodies. Since 2004,
however, there has since been a clear decline. In 2009, 32 per cent of public board members were women, slightly less than the level in the
late-1990s. Meanwhile, as Flinders et al. (2011, p. 132) note, the proportion of public bodies with female chairs also reached a peak of 34
per cent in the early-2000s, and subsequently dropped to 20 per cent in 2008-09. While there are significant variations in gender
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representation across 24 sponsoring departments, only those public bodies sponsored by the Government Equalities Unit had an average
of more than 50 per cent female board members in 2009. Moreover, the average was above 40 per cent for boards in just four other
sponsoring departments: the Department for International Development (46.7 per cent), the Ministry of Justice (43.9 per cent) and the
Department for Children, Families and Schools (43.5 per cent) and the Department for Work and Pensions (41.8 per cent).

Figure 3.2v: Female representation on boards of public bodies, UK, 1992-2009 (women as % of board
members)

Source: Cabinet Office, Public Bodies (2000-2009)

As Flinders et al., 2011 suggest, a combination of 'supply-side' and 'demand-side' factors are likely to explain the failure to bring about a
sustained increase in female representation on public bodies. On the supply side, the absence of remuneration for many roles may well be
the most significant factor while, on the demand side, the tendency for appointments to be based on very narrow criterion and governed by
a risk-averse culture also appears to have played a key role. Nonetheless, the same authors note that public bodies have been able to
achieve far better levels of female representation than private sector boards. They also underline that the Conservative-Liberal Democrat
coalition has included an 'aspiration’ in its Programme for Government that women should 'comprise half of all new appointments to public
boards by the end of the parliament' (Flinders et al., 2011, p. 138). It remains to be seen whether this goal can be achieved without more
robust interventions to tackle the supply- and demand-side barriers identified.   

The evidence presented in this section points to an overwhelming failure to address the under-representation of women in British public
life. While there is some evidence of progress, it has for the most part been painfully slow. In the House of Lords, the judiciary and elected
local government, gender parity remains almost as distant a goal as it did a decade or more ago. Elsewhere, elections to devolved bodies
produced something of a 'boom and bust' in women's representation (c.f. Fox, 2011), giving rise to unprecedented number of elected
female representatives in the mid-2000s, but with the proportion of seats in these assemblies held by women having since fallen away
again. A similar trend is observable with regard to appointments to public bodies, where the representation of women peaked in 2004. Only
with regard to efforts to diversify the senior civil service has there been steady, but slow, progress towards the goal of gender parity. Based
on current trends, it will be many decades before women will being participating equally in public life and public office (Equality and Human
Rights Commission, 2008).

3.2.4 Social representativeness of public officials

How equal is access for all social groups to public office, and how fairly are they represented within it?

No person should suffer disadvantage in access to public office – or be denied access altogether – on account of their social background.
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This requirement for equal access of all persons to public office flows from the principle of political equality: one of the two key democratic
principles on which this Audit is based. However, it is also important for public officials to be representative of the public – not just in the
sense that they reflect the attitudes of the public, to whom they are accountable; but also socially representative, so as to avoid excluding or
under-representing the viewpoints of certain groups, and thus risk damaging the democratic legitimacy of public offices and institutions
(and possibly even the social fabric itself in countries or regions marked by sharp social, political or religious differences, such as Northern
Ireland).

In general, equal access to public office in the UK exists through the absence of any laws or practices that forbid certain social groups from
participating in public life. Rules and procedures for candidates in elections, for example, are relatively open and free from abuse (see
Sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3); while elections themselves are contested on the basis of universal suffrage of the adult population (see Section
2.1.2). In matters relating to employment, meanwhile, it is against the law to discriminate against somebody on the basis of their age, sex,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, marriage or civil partnership, disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy or religious beliefs (see Section
1.4.1). Yet, for a number of reasons, measures intended to prevent actively discrimination against certain social groups has not led to their
fair and proportionate representation in public office.

House of Lords

As of the end of 2011, there were 42 ethnic minority members of the House of Lords out of a total of 826, i.e. 5.1 per cent of total
membership (Cracknell, 2012). By party group within the Lords, they were six Conservatives, 14 Labour, four Liberal Democrats, four
Independents, 13 Crossbenchers and one Bishop from BME backgrounds. This compared with BME 20 members, or 2.9 per cent, at last
Audit. While the difference between 2.9 per cent and 5.1 per cent of the membership is significant improvement, it seems unlikely that new
appointments of BME peers can be made sufficiently rapidly to cause a rapid increase in the proportion overall, given that tenure is nearly
always for life. A change in the basis of the House of Lords towards a directly elected chamber, as indicated by the coalition government
and its predecessor, would open the possibility for more rapid change, particularly (as with the London Assembly and the European
Parliament) if a proportional or semi-proportional electoral system were adopted.

The Cabinet

As of the end of 2011, there was one ethnic minority Cabinet minister, Baroness Warsi (Conservative Party chair), first appointed in May
2010. During the Labour government there were two Cabinet ministers from BME backgrounds. Paul Boateng, the first ethnic minority
Cabinet member, served as Chief Secretary to the Treasury from 2002 until 2005; and Baroness Scotland was Attorney General from 2007
until 2010.

The Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly

Although all of the devolved legislatures have fewer elected members from ethnic minority backgrounds than the Westminster parliament,
their chambers are more representative of their respective electorates, due to the fact that Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland are all
considerably less ethnically diverse than the UK as a whole. The ethnic minority proportion of the population in both Scotland and Wales
was estimated to amount to around two per cent at the time of the 2001 census; while in Northern Ireland, the last census recorded that
ethnic minorities make up only 0.8 per cent of the population. By contrast, the population of the UK from ethnic minority backgrounds was
calculated by the census to be approximately nine per cent – due to the concentration of the ethnic minority population in specific cities and
regions of England, most notably Greater London and the metropolitan West Midlands.

In Scotland, the first ethnic minority Member of the Scottish Parliament (MSP), Bashir Ahmad, was elected for the Scottish National Party
(SNP) in 2007. The Scottish Parliament currently has two Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) MSPs (Humza Yousaf for the SNP and Hanzala
Malik for Labour), comprising 1.6 per cent of the Parliament. The Welsh Assembly has two BME Assembly Members (representing 3.3 per
cent of the total seats): Mohammed Asghar, was elected for Plaid Cymru in 2007 but since 2009 has sat as a Conservative; and Vaughan
Gething, who was elected for Labour in 2011. Just one ethnic minority member serves in the Northern Ireland Assembly: Anna Lo of the
Alliance Party, who is the first member of Chinese origin to sit in a UK legislature and the first ethnic minority member elected to the
Northern Ireland Assembly. Her seat represents 0.9 per cent of those in the Assembly. The London Assembly, following the 2008 elections,
has four ethnic minority members out of 25 (16 per cent), three Labour and one Conservative. Two members were elected in each of the
elections of 2000 and 2004, Labour in each case.

Local councils

Data on the social backgrounds of councillors in England is collated by the National Census of Local Authority Councillors – the most
recent edition of which (Evans and Aston, 2011) covered 33.2 per cent of councillors in office and 97.4 per cent of English local authorities.
The data from the Census covers several dimensions of social representativeness, including gender, ethnicity, disability and occupational
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backgrounds. We report on the findings with respect to gender in Section 3.2.3, so our focus here is on the other aspects of
representativeness.

As Figure 3.2w shows, the proportion of ethnic minority councillors in total in England in 2010 was 3.6 per cent, which has not changed
much since 1997 (although there have been year to year fluctuations). One factor affecting the overall figure is that councillors in the large
urban areas, where most of the BME population live, represent much larger wards than those in rural areas, which are almost entirely white;
the ratio of councillors to population is around 1 to 7,000 in Birmingham and less than 1 to 1,000 in some rural districts.

Figure 3.2w: The percentage of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) councillors in England, 1997-2010

Source: Evans and Aston (2011).

London has the most ethnically diverse set of councillors, with 15.4 per cent from BME communities. Changes since the last Audit reported
in 2002 show that the proportion of BME Conservative councillors has risen from 0.7 per cent in England in 1997 to 1.6 per cent in 2010,
and for Labour the proportion is up from 5.5 per cent (1997) to 10.7 per cent (2010). The proportion of Liberal Democrat councillors of BME
origin is up from 1.1 per cent to 2.2 per cent. Despite these increases across the three main parties, the overall total has not risen because
there was a large change in the party composition of local government between 1997 and 2010, with Labour losing a large number of seats
to the Conservatives and, to a lesser extent, to the Liberal Democrats.

Table 3.2e: The ethnicity of local councillors in England, 2010

 Total Conservative Labour Liberal Democrat Independent

White 96.3 98.4 89.3 97.8 98.9

Mixed 0.6 0.5 0.9 0.6 0.4

Asian 2.3 1 7.5 0.9 0.4

Black 0.7 0.1 2.4 0.5 0.4

Other 0 0 0 0.1 0

Source: Evans and Aston (2011).
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In the 2010 census of councillors, a question about sexuality was asked for the first time. A total of 84.2 per cent of councillors identified as
heterosexual, 2.4 per cent as gay or lesbian, 0.9 per cent as bisexual and 0.3 per cent of 'other’ sexuality; the non-response rate for this
question was 12.2 per cent. A further 0.1 per cent of councillors did not have a gender identity that was the same as the sex determined at
the time of birth.

There has been a gradual upward trend in the proportion of councillors with disabilities and with limiting long term illnesses, from 10.5 per
cent in 1997 to 14.1 per cent in 2010. This may reflect more disability-friendly policies but may also reflect the upward trend in the
proportion of councillors who are retired.

Figure 3.2x: The percentage of councillors in England with a disability, 1997-2010

Source: Evans and Aston (2011).

The proportion of economically active councillors has tended to fall over time, with particular growth in the proportion of councillors who are
retired, from 34.1 per cent in 1997 to 47.2 per cent in 2010.

Figure 3.2y: Percentage of councillors in England classed as retired or otherwise economically inactive,
1997-2010
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Source: Evans and Aston (2011).

Serving on local authorities appears to be disproportionately open to those with professional status and people in the teaching/ lecturing/
research sector, and much less so for manual workers and routine non-manual workers such as administrative and clerical staff. In 2010,
70 per cent of councillors in English were from either professional or executive occupational backgrounds, compared to 60 per cent in
1997. Those from manual working occupations had been squeezed from 13.6 per cent in 1997 to under 10 per cent in 2010. While it is
likely that this pattern again reflect the shift in the overall balance of control in local government from Labour to the Conservatives, the
dominant roles played by those from social classes AB is clearly apparent and reflects and equivalent trend with respect to the House of
Commons (see Section 2.1.5).

Figure 3.2z: The occupational background of local councillors in England, 1997-2010

Source: Evans and Aston (2011).

A similar Census in Wales following the 2004 local government elections showed that 0.8 per cent of councillors were from ethnic
minorities, below the level in the general population (Welsh Local Government Association, 2005). The position in Scotland is analysed by
the Scottish Government’s (2008) National Survey of Local Government Candidates, 2007. The proportion of councillors in Scotland from
BME backgrounds was 2.0 per cent in 2003 and 1.9 per cent in 2007; the corresponding proportions of unsuccessful council candidates
were 2.0 per cent in 2003 and 3.3 per cent in 2007. These levels are broadly comparable with the Scottish population and represent a clear
improvement on the 0.5 per cent of councillors of BME origin in 1999 (Beetham et al., 2002). The National Survey also suggests that there
is inequality in housing tenure among Scottish councillors, which may be taken as a proxy for socio-economic class. In 2007, 5 per cent of
councillors (8 per cent in 2003) lived in the social rented sector, compared to 25 per cent of the Scottish population as a whole (27 per cent
in 2003). The figures are probably not strictly comparable with England, but the Scotland survey suggests a lower rate of disability, limiting
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and non-limiting long term illness among councillors than in the general population. Labour market participation is on a broadly similar
pattern to England.

Clearly, there is some way to go if elected local councillors are to become representative of the population as a whole. In 2007, the
Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government established the Councillors' Commission to undertake an independent review of
'the incentives and barriers' to people being selected, elected and retained as councillors including 'the real or perceived barriers faced by
many sections of the population to get to become a candidate' (Councillors' Commission, 2007. p.8). As we highlight in Case Study 3.2c,
while the resulting report made a series of practical recommendations for broadening the appeal of standing for local election, there is little
evidence that it has made much impact in relation either to policy development in this area or in relation to who stands for, and is returned
to, local councils. 

Case Study 3.2c: The Councillors Commission

The Councillors Commission was established in 2007 by the then Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, Ruth
Kelly. Amid growing concerns over the socially unrepresentative nature of most local councils, it was tasked with identifying the
incentives and barriers that people encounter in standing for local elections; suggesting measures that might encourage a greater
number of able candidates from a more diverse range of social backgrounds to stand; and considering how councils could generate
greater public awareness of, and participation in, local democracy.

In its final report, published later that year, the Commission pinpointed a number of factors that prevent or discourage involvement in
local politics – many of which were found to disproportionately affect minority groups  (Councillors Commission, 2007). It noted, for
instance, that high levels of public distrust in politicians generally, as well as a lack of understanding and awareness of how local
government works, were a likely disincentive to those who might otherwise wish to serve as councillors. In addition, it lamented the
exclusive nature of some local authorities and local parties; opined that the strong central control of local government may make
participation in local government unappealing; and noted that, for many, work or family commitments were also likely to act as a
barrier to participation.

In order to encourage more people to come forward as candidates in local elections, the commission suggested a number of
changes. For those in work, for instance, the commission recommended that steps be taken – both on the part of employers and the
local authorities themselves – to make the role of councillor more compatible with employment. To promote greater numbers of
councillors from minority backgrounds, the Commission proposed that local authorities have a clearer responsibility to promote
diversity among councillors, through an amendment to legislation that would allow councillor equalities targets to be covered under
race, gender and disability equalities schemes. While, outside of the council, the commission urged local parties make active
attempts to enlist more candidates from minorities and other under-represented groups.

To boost democratic engagement, the final report called on councillors to play a greater role in actively increasing local participation
in local democracy; and for local councils themselves to have an 'explicit duty’ to boost local democratic engagement built into
legislation. The commission also called for greater clarity over what the responsibilities of  a councils are, and for councils, public
service broadcasters and even schools to communicate better with citizens, in order to make them more aware of the valuable work
that they and their councillors do.

In addition, the Commission also suggested a number of wider changes to the electoral system – including the uniform adoption of
all-out council elections, with all councils in a region holding elections on the same day, the use of multi-member wards in all areas,
and for the single transferable vote system to be used on a pilot basis in local authorities that wished to do so. Within councils,
meanwhile, it was proposed that councillors should be subject to terms limits (of five consecutive terms); and that the rules
preventing officers of local councils from engaging in political activities should be relaxed.

Although the report of the Commission did not receive a great deal of media attention, most of its 61 recommendations were
accepted by the government in its official response issued the following year (Department for Communities and Local Government,
2008). For instance, the proposal to create a statutory duty for local authorities to promote local democracy was taken up. So too was
the recommendation that the 'Widdicombe rules’ be changed, so that only those council workers in political roles or senior positions
would be banned from participating in political activity or acting as a councillor in another local authority. Indeed, even some of the
Commission’s more unusual proposals were accepted, such as legislation to allow remote attendance and voting at council
meetings; and for local authorities to be allowed to run 'lotteries’ for voters who take part in local elections.

Perhaps predictably, the government declined to accept some of the more radical proposals of the commission – including the idea
of councillor equalities targets for local authorities. Also rejected were the recommendations for moving to all-out local elections
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across all local authorities; the use of multi-member wards in all areas; the introduction of term limits for councillors; and the creation
of STV pilots in authorities that wished to do experiment. In sum, the relatively straightforward proposals of the Commission were
accepted, while the more radical changes put forward were rejected. It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that the impact of the
Commission appears to have been modest.

The judiciary

In Section 3.2.3, we reported on efforts to diversify the social composition of the judiciary, particularly since the creation of the Judicial
Appointments Commission in 2006. Statistics compiled by the Judicial Office (2011) for England and Wales recorded 154 BME judges in
2011 out of 3,694 in total (4.2 per cent) and 2,992 for whom data was provided (5.1 per cent) ‒ responding to the survey question is
voluntary.  i.e. 4.2 per cent of the total and 5.1 per cent of those who provided the information.  However, as we noted in Section 3.2.3 with
regard to women in the judiciary, the numbers of BME judges are smallest in the senior ranks of the profession. There are no judges with a
BME background in the Supreme Court or the Court of Appeal. In 2004, Linda Dobbs was appointed as the first High Court judge from a
non-white background and since 2008, three High Court judges have been recorded as BME (representing 3.7 per cent of the total). There
has been a parallel rise in the number of BME Circuit Judges, of which there were 16 in 2011 (2.4 per cent of the total), compared to just
four a decade previously. While there are some indications of improvement, it is evident that there is some way to go before the judiciary in
England and Wales is reflects the ethnic composition of the population as a whole. 

As with the gender profile of the legal profession, there is also evidence that ethnic minorities are significantly better represented at lower
ranks of the judiciary and among those plasticising the law as barristers and solicitors. The Judicial Office (2011) estimates that  92 per cent
of magistrates in England and Wales are white, 4.1 per cent black, 2.7 per cent Asian, 0.8 per cent from other ethnicities and 0.5 per cent
mixed race. In London, magistrates are 78.6 per cent white and 21.4 per cent non-white. Meanwhile, an estimated 10 per cent of practicing
barristers of BME origins; and the Law Society's figures show that 11 per cent of practicing solicitors are from a BME background,
compared to 5 per cent in 1999. It is therefore clear that ethnic minorities are entering the legal profession in sufficient numbers. As with
efforts to promote greater gender equality in the judiciary, the key challenge is therefore one of ensuring that members of BME communities
working in the legal profession are able to move up the career ladder.

Civil service and other public bodies

In our previous Audit we noted that 5.7 per cent of civil servants were from ethnicity minority groups in 1999 and that only 1.5 per cent of the
senior civil service were from BME backgrounds at that time (Beetham et al., 2002). By 2006, as Table 3.2f shows, BME representation had
increased to 8.4 per cent of the civil service as a whole and 4.1 per cent of the senior civil service. By 2010, further progress had been
made: by this time, 9.2 per cent of civil servants and 4.8 per cent of senior civil servants were of BME origins. We would regard this as
significant progress since our last Audit was undertaken, but note there is still some way to go before the senior civil service can be said to
be representative of the ethnic composition of the UK as a whole. Similar trends are observable with regard to ethnic minority
representation on the boards of non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs). Despite some inevitable annual fluctuations, the BME proportion
of public board members has increased steadily from 2 per cent in 1992 to 4.4 per cent in 2000 and 6.9 per cent in 2009.

Table 3.2f: Proportion of UK civil servants from BME backgrounds, 1999, 2006 and 2010 (%)

 1999 2006 2010

All civil servants 5.7 8.4 9.2

Civil service grades 6 and 7 n/a 5.9 6.8

Senior civil service 1.5 4.1 4.8

Sources: Beetham et al. (2002, p. 230); Civil Service Statistics (2006; 2010).

The statistics presented in this section reveal a mixed picture, so far as participation in public life from underrepresented groups is
concerned. On the one hand, there is evidence to suggest the increasing inclusion of members of ethnic minority communities in several
aspects of public life. The number of black and minority ethnic (BME) members of the House of Lords, for instance, has doubled (although
the proportion has not risen quite as fast, and is still below the level in the general population); while civil service recruitment appears to
have become more equal in terms of access, with the overall proportion of civil servants from ethnic minority backgrounds rising over the
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decade, particularly at senior levels (although, again, not yet achieving the level found in the general population). However, local
government in England and Wales still seems to be disproportionately white, with little overall progress (largely because Labour, the party
with consistently the highest levels of BME representation, has lost so many seats in local government since 2007).  The same pattern is
replicated in higher levels of the judiciary and the magistracy, which is of general concern given the requirements for fairness that are
central to the role of judgement. Meanwhile, the declining proportion of local councillors from manual working class backgrounds raises
concerns that elected local government is becoming the preserve of the professional and managerial classes.

To the extent that there has been progress over the last decade, it owes much to the concerted efforts of the Blair and Brown governments
to diversify the civil service, the judiciary and other public offices. Whether it will be possible to sustain the improvements we note since our
last Audit is far from clear. Despite its commitment in principle to promote greater access to public office for women and under-represented
groups, the coalition has yet to set out detailed policy recommendations in these areas. Experience suggests that robust measures will be
required if recent progress is to be built upon.

Conclusion

In many ways, the evidence presented in this chapter of our Audit points to the existence of a vibrant civil society and healthy levels of
political participation in the UK. There are continued signs of extensive voluntary sector activity and, based on the available evidence, the
voluntary sector may well have grown over the past decade. Moreover, the importance of the voluntary sector is clearly recognised by
governments of all political compositions and the sector has benefitted from greater state support in recent decades. Meanwhile, there is
ample evidence to suggest that levels of participation in many types of political activity either remain broadly stable or have increased.
Finally, we have noted increased levels of participation among women and members of ethnic minority groups in several areas of political
office and public life. Despite some clear fluctuations, the representation of women in recently-established bodies such as the Welsh
Assembly, the Scottish Parliament and the Greater London Authority has been significantly above that typically achieved via elections to
the House of Commons or local authorities.  

However, while we identify a number of positive development in this chapter, it is also necessary to add caveats to each of these observed
improvements. In particular, we have found evidence to suggest that:

The independence of the voluntary sector is perceived to be under threat, and the coalition's commitment to foster a 'Big Society' will
do little to mitigate the impact of deep cuts in local and central government grants to voluntary organisations.
Up to half of UK citizens appear to have virtually no engagement with the political process at all (with the possible exception of
voting in general elections).
There is a growing class divide among those who do participate in civil and political life, with those in social classes AB being
significantly more likely to engage than those in social classes DE.
There is still a very long way to go until the UK's elected representatives and public officials are socially representative in terms of
both gender and ethnicity and, in some area of public life, previous progress towards greater gender equality is being reversed.      

These findings provide us with at least a partial basis for adjudicating between the contrasting 'pessimistic' and 'optimistic' interpretations of
trends in political participations found in the wider literature. Certainly, it would appear that the UK does not fully conform to the downbeat
assessment, offered by Putnam (2000) in his work on the USA, that not only has electoral participation declined, but so too have activities
such as signing petitions, taking part in consumer boycotts, joining sports clubs, taking part in competitive sports and even entertaining
friends at home. Putnam sees the decline in formal political participation and the decline in both formal and informal social interaction as
two sides of the same coin. However, as with other studies of political and civic participation in most other democracies, these conclusions
are not replicated in this Audit. While we have cited, elsewhere in this Audit, evidence that turnout in UK elections is falling (see Section
2.1.6) and that party membership levels are now a fraction of what they were half a century ago (see Section 2.2.3), these stark declines are
clearly not reflected in other forms of political and civic activity, as this chapter has shown. Indeed, our findings reinforce longer-run UK
evidence that levels of engagement in most forms of political and civic activity have held up well since the late 1960s (Parry et al, 1992;
Bromley et al, 2001; Birchall and Simmons, 2004; Power Inquiry, 2005).

However, while there may not be any clear evidence of overall levels of political participation eroding, our findings do point to a number of
concerns which reinforce wider trends highlighted in this Audit. First, it is clear that the broad analysis of political and civic participation
undertaken in this chapter reinforces other evidence of growing political inequality we have observed in this Audit (alongside a widening of
socio-economic divisions). Second, while the overall stability in levels of civic and political participation is broadly encouraging,  it should
be noted that this has done little to stem declining faith in democratic institutions, and it is difficult to see how it could do so. Indeed, it is
rather more plausible that the upward trend observed in some forms of political activity, such as signing petitions or attending
demonstrations, is a reflection of declining public confidence in key democratic institutions. Finally, while the trends documented in this
chapter clearly contrast with the decline in electoral participation and party membership, it is currently difficult to see how they can provide
for a reinvigoration of UK democracy. Not only is it the case that the vast majority of citizens are at best marginally engaged in civic or
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political activism, it is also far from clear how even a broader base of participation beyond elections and political parties could help address
the decline of representative democracy. Given the evidence of clear class inequalities in political participation, it is especially doubtful that
a model of participatory democracy could adhere, even notionally, to the principle of political equality.
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