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ABSTRACT 
 

Turnout decline is one of the major themes of recent work on British elections, and there is 
particular concern about its concentration among the young. Mark Franklin’s model of turnout 
change fitted to British data emphasises the effects of changing electoral competition on 
successive generations, but the most recent and comprehensive study of this phenomenon, based 
on pooled analysis of the British Election Study (BES) minimises competitiveness except as a 
short-term factor, and fails to address generational differences. While there are some statistical 
problems in modelling age, period, and cohort effects together, these can be overcome. We first 
refute a claim that a long-term trend toward lower turnout in Britain has not been matched by a 
similar trend toward lower competition in British elections: in fact as Franklin argues there is a 
systematic relationship between turnout and competitiveness even more apparent after recent 
elections. Next, using the pooled BES data we estimate the effects on turnout of electoral 
competition measured at national and constituency levels, with controls and interactions with age 
and generations, and other background variables including income distribution. Finally, we 
construct a simple aggregate-level model that predicts turnout solely by electoral 
competitiveness and perceptions of party differences. 
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Turnout, Competitiveness, Age, and Generations in British Elections, 

1964-2005 

 

While democratic elitist theories dispute its value, there is a broad consensus that the higher the 

electoral turnout in free and fair elections, the greater the consistency with democratic norms. 

Empirically, there is more tentative evidence that maximum turnout is associated with greater 

social cohesion and government responsiveness. Yet over the last twenty years or so, electoral 

turnout has been in decline in most of the long-established democracies. Analysts only differ on 

the significance and severity of the trend. From the 1990s the evidence for decline is more 

robust, although the trend has not been consistent, with some countries indicating signs of 

recovery in the 21st century.  

Globally, electoral turnout increased until the 1980s, and then fell back. Turnout in most 

long established democracies peaked in the 1960s and early 1970s, and then fell back in different 

patterns, some slowly over decades, some more steeply later (International Idea 2008; Franklin 

2004). It is widely assumed, following Franklin (2004), that new voters acquire a habit of voting, 

and those who do not vote, a habit of not doing so. In many countries, governments and their 

officials have focused on enhancing turnout, particularly among the young. Explaining turnout 

change over time therefore has significant public policy implications. 

In the United States, careful analysis of the base upon which the turnout rate has been 

calculated indicates that turnout has fluctuated within much the same range after a substantial fall 

in 1972 (McDonald and Popkin 2001). Current turnout in the United States is relatively 
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consistent with its longer-term range, and indeed recovered somewhat at the last two Presidential 

elections. Yet compared with other advanced democracies, it remains low, probably because of 

the United States’ combination of federalism and separation of powers that may lower 

expectations that elections directly shape policy outcomes (Franklin 2004, 98-111). 

Britain is one of the world’s larger and most continuous democracies, and the 

quintessential case of Westminster-style majoritarian government. It constitutes an institutional 

framework usually assumed to maximise election effects on choice of government and policy 

outcomes.  There has been clear alternation between two parties in office, with only one post-war 

case of minority government. Analysis of the British case should therefore throw further light on 

decline and change under conditions that should enhance turnout, at least in comparison to the 

United States. A further advantage is the high quality micro-level data available thanks to the 

continuity of the British Election Study (BES), mounted at every parliamentary election since 

1964.  

Table 1: Turnout in Britain as a Percentage of the Electoral Register, 1945-2005 
 

Election 
 

Turnout/Enrolled 
  

Election 
 

Turnout/Enrolled 
 

1945 72.6  1974 78.9 
1950 83.6  1974 72.9 
1951 81.9  1979 76.0 
1955 76.8  1983 72.8 
1959 78.7  1987 75.4 
1964 77.2  1992 77.8 
1966 76.0  1997 71.5 
1970 72.2  2001 59.4 
1974 78.9  2005 61.4 

     
 

Source: International Idea, 2008 
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Table 1 shows that the British pattern of change is relatively unique.  Compared to many 

other similar democracies, British turnout has been relatively low over the period since the 

middle of the 20th century. Turnout peaked in 1950 and 1951, and then dropped down slightly 

into a range that fluctuated without trends until two unusually low figures in 2001 and 2005, 

although the latter in 2005 constituted a slight recovery.  

Given the importance of turnout, and the salience of the British case, it is perhaps 

surprising that so far there have been only four systematic analyses that examine turnout change 

in Britain over the longer-term. Three studies predominantly focus on a mixture of generational 

effects and electoral competition, but eschew individual-level analysis over time (Franklin 2004, 

68; Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely 2004, 2006). The fourth potentially more robust pooled 

individual-level analysis minimises the effects of electoral competition, assuming it to be a 

‘short-term’ factor, and instead makes the case that the story is essentially one of declining party 

identification (Heath 2007).  

Of the four studies, Mark Franklin’s is the most theoretically profound. He argues that 

turnout change is driven by electoral competition and its interactions with the entry of new voters 

into the electorate. Analysing British data up to the 1997 election, and constructing ‘pseudo-

panel’ data based on age cohorts, Franklin confirms an underlying trend of turnout decline in 

successive cohorts entering the electorate, strongest in most recent elections (Franklin 2004, 71). 

But bringing other country cases into the picture, he shows that such turnout change is associated 

with competitive conditions that can reverse any process of decline when competition is higher. 

Widening his focus further, Franklin’s aggregate-level analysis based on a similar set of 

variables includes Britain as one of 22 countries, and with some success plots actual and 
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predicted values for British turnout from 1945 to 1997 with an R-squared of 0.41. However, this 

is somewhat lower than those for most of the other country cases in his dataset (Franklin 2004, 

242). 

In their book on the 2001 election, the BES team of  Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and 

Whitely model aggregate-level trends since 1945, focussing on competitiveness and party policy 

differentiation. Next, they examine age cohort data from the BES over time, replicating 

Franklin’s preliminary analysis, but without relation to competition or party differentiation 

effects. Next, they model age and generation effects at the individual level, but only using data 

from the 2001 BES, and conclude by noting that a sense of civic duty is lower in more recent 

generations (2004, 264-274).  Returning to the subject for the 2005 election, the BES team 

specify a somewhat different 2005-specific model, this time without generational variables, and 

estimate the effects of competition and party programme differences in a set of time series 

models back to 1945, finding quite strong relationships. 

The most recent contribution is a substantial step forward. Heath’s pooled analysis (2007) 

had the potential to drill much more deeply into the BES data by modelling individual-level and 

election-contextual data together, but it rules out the effects of electoral competition and party 

differentials except as  ‘short-term’ factors. Instead, Heath’s prime explanation of turnout decline 

in the face of changes in social structure that should enhance it rests on declining party 

identification. Neither are all possible social structure variables brought to bear, particularly the 

income distribution. Generational effects are also underplayed, with a focus only on new voters 

as they enter the electorate at successive elections, and the overall turnout at that time. Focussing 

on context as ‘short-term’, Heath begins with analysis of dummy variables for each election to 
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draw out these effects, and adds successive blocks of variables on that foundation. His final 

model drops non-significant elections, but four remain: 1966, 1970, 2001, and 2005. It is not 

coincidental that except for the first election in the series, 1964, these dummies are at the 

beginning and end of the elections series. These are central to the fit of the models employed, 

and lead one to question the extent to which they really represent short-term factors.  

This analytic strategy also limits the ability to model age and generations together, due to 

the ‘identification problem’. Modelling age, year of election, and generations together would 

create a linear association that is unacceptable for statistical reasons, because the latter are 

pinned to an arithmetic relationship between the year of election and respondents’ ages (Mason 

and Feinberg 1985). One of these three variable sets must go, or at least be constrained. Heath’s 

solution is to drop generations, but his treatment of the problem is very conservative. A better 

strategy is to attempt to more effectively model the contextual effects, thus seeking to make 

election dummies redundant. Where linear associations are potentially problematic, one conducts 

appropriate collinearity diagnostics that address the interdependence of variable clusters. These 

methods also have the advantage of identifying any problems in the use of interaction effects. 

A predominant focus on party identification is also questionable for theoretical reasons, 

particularly in context of post-Franklin studies of electoral turnout. At best, this approach simply 

replaces a question about turnout decline with another about the decline of party identification. 

As the two phenomena are closely associated, the reasons for their decline may largely overlap 

and the status of party identification may be better modelled as an intervening variable. 

Consistently with this, empirically Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely (2004, 175-216) 

demonstrate with considerable depth and sophistication that a Michigan model of party 
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identification does not fit with the British data. Recall of parental preferences would be a safer 

basis on which to estimate the extent of socialisation toward a political loyalty: but 

unfortunately, the two most recent BES have omitted this variable. 

Various theoretical approaches to the study of electoral turnout pose competing but also 

overlapping explanations for turnout, and turnout change over time. The point of departure here 

is rational choice institutionalism, in which the basic utility-maximising rational choice model 

identifying costs (c), benefits (b), and the probability that a vote has an effect (p) is supplemented 

by inferences about the incentives created by the effects of institutional arrangements (i), in this 

case the existence of single member plurality electoral districts that vary in their degree of 

candidate competitiveness. While it is acknowledged that this approach has some difficulty in 

explaining a high level of individual-level variance in the choice to vote or not to vote, it is much 

more powerful when addressing change on the margins, the main focus here (Grofman 1993; 

Blais 2000).  

Rational choice institutionalism as adapted by Franklin encourages a closer analysis of 

the levers of competition beyond those that operate at the national level, election by election, the 

limits of Heath’s analysis. Where, as in Britain’s single member plurality (SMP) electoral 

system, the most competitive contests take place in a minority of closely contested single 

member districts, turnout tends to be higher in those contexts, and lower elsewhere. This level of 

competitiveness will also change from election to election, both as local conditions alter, and in 

tandem with competitiveness across the whole country. Voters can respond to competitiveness in 

two main ways: in terms of their expectations of a change of government, where the national 

margin is close; and in terms of the closeness of the local context, and thus the possible effect 
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their vote may have on a seat shift. It is an empirical question as to which may matter most to a 

voter: the chance of changing a seat, or of changing a government, but both are distinct, even 

though they may interact. A seat shift will matter more if the national race is close, so one could 

expect an interaction between local and national competitiveness. Competitiveness in this 

context is defined in terms of uncertainty and thus very much in a negative sense. 

Competitiveness is based in a perception of not knowing what the outcome of the election will 

be, at both or either of the national or local contests. 

Again following Franklin, we also supplement the rational choice model by 

hypothesising that there could be a ‘lag’ effect: behaviours learnt under one set of conditions of 

b, c, and p may not quickly adjust to new ones. Franklin emphasises this effect upon younger 

voters, but others may be affected too. On this basis, Franklin has gone on to argue that longer 

term changes in turnout apparently associated with differences between age cohorts or 

generations can be linked to the level of competitiveness those people experienced when first 

given the opportunity to vote. This ties in nicely with research in various countries. Turnout 

change does seem to reflect age cohort differences, making changes in turnout behaviour, 

particularly at the aggregate level, ‘sticky’. Competitive conditions may change, but older voters, 

in particular, may be less likely to respond to them. 

However, while it is situated in a wider context that elections must ‘matter’, Franklin’s 

approach underplays the possibility that generational differences in turnout may be shaped not 

only by competitive conditions, but also by common experiences and consequent differences in 

orientations to politics between those generations. For example, compared to generations coming 

after, the generation coming to political maturity during World War Two has been characterised 
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in terms of possessing a high level of civic consciousness and involvement in social and political 

organisations (see, in particular, Putnam 2000). By contrast, the generation coming to political 

maturity during the 1980s and experiencing the heyday of neo-liberalism under Thatcher in 

Britain and Reagan in the United States are often described as more individualistic and thus 

weaker in the sense of social commitment that might provide a normative underpinning to the 

choice to vote, normally conceptualised in the literature as ‘civic duty’.  

While such normative values fall outside the framework of a rational choice model, one 

consequence of them does not.  Those belonging to the ‘war generation’ entered the political 

world at a time when the state was increasing its role in society. They were more likely than 

subsequent generations to expect that government activity would have positive effects on 

society, and on themselves.  The ‘Thatcher generation’, on the other hand, entered politics when 

the role of the state was being questioned, and when individuals were being encouraged to look 

to their own resources. Expectations about the benefits associated with voting could therefore 

differ, on average, between members of those two generations, and vary similarly between other 

age cohorts whose experiences were either midway between those generations or came after 

Thatcherism. The BES lacks a continuous series of civic duty questions, but the normal form, 

levels of agreement with ‘it is a citizen’s duty to vote’ runs its own risks of endogeneity. Any 

question with the word ‘vote’ is, arguably, problematic. Both BES questions used in 2005, for 

example, are subject to further bias, as both are phrased in terms of agreement with a voting 

norm (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely 2006, 35). A party differential question, consistent 

throughout the BES, is probably a better measure, simply asking for the extent of perceived 

differences between the Labour and Conservative parties.  It is also consistent with Franklin’s 
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more fundamental hypothesis that incorporates competitiveness into a wider framework, asking 

‘does the election matter?   

Generational analysis requires further examination in the British context, as work 

elsewhere has indicated substantial effects on turnout in the United States (Lyons and Alexander 

2000), Canada (Blais, Gidengil, and Nevitte 2004; Johnston, Matthews, and Bittner 2006), and 

New Zealand (Vowles 2009), as well as in Britain (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely 2004). 

The expected association with declining civic duty has been identified in Canada and Britain. 

Civic duty has a substantial influence on voting or not voting in Britain, with among the largest 

effects in individual-level models (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely 2006, 26) 

Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely have defined various generations in Britain using 

cross-sectional data from the 2001 BES (2005, 270). They are the Macmillan generation 

(entering voting between 1951 and 1964), Wilson-Callaghan (1964-1979), Thatcher (1979-

1992), and Blair (1992 to the present).  Drawing on data from the whole range of the BES, we 

add the earlier war and post-war (1945-50) and depression generations (1935 and earlier), noting 

the ten year gap between the 1935 and 1945 elections, with all those coming into adulthood after 

1935 experiencing their first election in 1945. We also divide the Wilson-Callaghan cohort into 

two, the first unaffected by the lowering of the suffrage to 18 in 1969, and the second the first to 

begin voting from that age. This tests another well-known Franklin hypothesis, that the lowering 

of the voting age has had adverse effects on turnout, with those entering the political world at 18 

being less likely to be mobilised via social networks than those eligible to vote at 21. A further 

question remains, however. Are generational effects driven only by competitive conditions at the 

time of entry into voting eligibility and immediately after (Franklin 2004; Johnston, Matthews, 
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and Bittner 2006), or do they reflect as much – if not more – the expectations of politics 

successive generations have drawn from the wider political context?  

 
 
Figure 1: British Generations and the Propensity to Vote, 1964-2005 
 

NO
TES 
1. Lines are second-order polynomials drawn through a cross-tabulation of ages and turnout. 
2. Generations, Age of Entry and Oldest Age in BES 

1936 generation: Enter BES about age 50, very few remain by 2005, peak vote 60, 1970s 
1945-50: Enter BES age 35, oldest now in their 80s, peak vote 65, 1980s 
1951-59: Enter BES about age 27, oldest in their early 70s, peak vote 55, 1980s 
1964-66: Enter BES at 21 or slightly older, oldest in the mid-60s, peak vote 50, 1990s 
1970-74: Enter BES at 18 or slightly older, oldest in mid-50s, peak vote 45 or so, 1990s 
1979-87: Enter BES at 18 or slightly older, oldest late 40s, vote 80s onward 
1992- First enter BES at 18 or slightly older, oldest early 30sm vote 90s onward 
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Examination of Figure 1 should dispel any illusions that there is a simple story to tell. It 

simply draws polynomial curves on top of cross-tabulations of each generation’s propensity to 

vote by age. Members of the generation beginning voting in 1936 or before were less likely to 

vote than average, although this applies only from their late 50s onwards.  Many would have 

acquired voting rights in adulthood, rather than on turning 21: women under 30 in 1928, for 

example, and many men, and women over 30, in 1918.  The pooled BES only contains data from 

this cohort after the age of 50, or thereabouts, and at that age, it seems, they differ little from all 

but the last three generational cohorts. Indeed, members of all cohorts but the last two seem to 

differ little in their propensity to vote in the 35-45 age segment of the life cycle. A pattern is 

shared by the 1945-50, 1951-59, 1964-66, and 1970-74 generations: little or no difference in the 

early stages of voting, but, for each successive generation, an earlier and earlier dip in their 

propensity to vote as they grow older.  

There is a small difference between the last 21-eligible and the first 18-eligible cohort at 

the beginning of voting, but the 18-eligible cohort catches up in the 35-45 area, and it is after this 

part of the life-cycle that this generation’s propensity to vote takes a much steeper path 

downward. The immediately post-war generation has the best turnout record, much more 

steadfastly maintained into old age.  The shape of the life-cycle pattern radically shifts for the 

last two generations. 1979-87 starts low, and only slightly increases. The 1992 onward cohort 

starts slightly lower again, dips, and then recovers somewhat. 

Such differences could reflect the competitive conditions experienced by each group at 

the beginning of their voting eligibility. Or, perhaps, perceptions of the meaningfulness and 

significance of politics for each generation were more important.  The dip in turnout, for each 
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generation, could represent a response to the same set of political conditions. As the notes to 

figure 1 show, however, the dips do not match entirely. The 1936 and earlier generation peak in 

their 60s, during the 1970s.  For three generations, the dip comes in the 1980s: 1945-50, at about 

age 65, 1951-59, at about age 55, and 1979-87, which starts low as its members join the 

electorate and stays low up to the age of about 50. The experience of Thatcherism would seem to 

be the common denominator. But generation 1964-66 waits until the 1990s until they begin to 

vote less, from about the age of 50.  Generation 1992 onwards, of course, can only respond to the 

90s and after, but do so dramatically. A sense that elections provide meaningful choices, not just 

a close contest, provides the most obvious source for a hypothesis that something changed in the 

1980s, with effects not fully apparent until a decade or more later. 

But what, then, of competition? Anything that reduces the costs of voting may also 

enhance turnout. Rather than under ‘p’, this may be the main effect of constituency 

competitiveness, to the extent that parties seek to mobilise people vote with most intensity where 

local contests are close thus reducing ‘c’. Initial research on this question in Britain seemed to 

indicate mobilisation was most important: later analysis questioned that finding (Denver and 

Hands 1974; 1985).  But it is clear from this research that the best indicator of constituency 

competitiveness at election t is that pertaining at the previous election t -1. Franklin’s models 

employ the mean level of constituency competition by election as an estimate of competitiveness 

in SMP systems at that level of analysis.  

It has been argued that there has been a clear trend towards lower turnout in Britain, but 

‘no uniform decline in the competitiveness of elections in Britain’ to match it (Oliver 2007, 495). 

But Table 2 indicates that, if there are any trends at all since 1964, a linear trend towards less 
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competition on a mean constituency t-1 basis is somewhat clearer than one towards lower 

turnout, with a higher R-squared and higher level of statistical significance. Mean constituency 

competition is measured by the average margin between the winning candidate and the runner up 

in each constituency, meaning that the higher the score the less competitive constituencies were 

on average, i.e., a positive score for election year indicates declining competition—see Figure 2 

below. The turnout model is far more reliant on the most recent two cases than that of 

competition, which is the only one to remain significant at just under a .10 level when 2001 and 

2005 are removed.  

 
Table 2: Trends in Turnout and Mean Constituency Competition, 1964-2005 
 
Dependent Variable         

Turnout  Mean Constituency Competition 
 b  S.E   b  S.E 

Constant 690.31 ** 201.84  Constant -151.19 ** 45.17 
Election Year  -0.31 * 0.10  Election Year 0.09 ** 0.02 
Adjusted R Square  0.43  Adjusted R Square  0.55 
R   0.70  R   0.77 
         
 
 
         

Figure 2 further indicates a strong aggregate-level association between turnout and 

lagged non-competitiveness across British elections since 1964, again far more consistent than 

that of a ‘short-term factor’. The correlation coefficient is a strikingly high negative r=0.78 (the 

one substantial outlier is the 1992 election). Without the two recent elections, the data available 

to Franklin, the association remains at a weaker negative r=0.24.  While influential, these two 

most recent cases stretch the variance in both variables, and are therefore best seen as confirming 
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the relationship. For every one-point change in average constituency competitiveness, the turnout 

effect is just over 3 per cent. 

 
Figure 2: (Non-) Competitiveness in British Elections and Turnout, 1964-2005 
 

 
 
 

In addition, to better specify an individual-level model we can supplement this election-

level indicator with constituency competitiveness data at the constituency level, measured at t-1 

for all BES studies, including boundary changes, where old votes into new constituencies 

estimates have been employed (for more details, see the Appendix).  This data, easily accessible 

only in recent BES datasets, has been merged into the earlier studies.  

Social structural variables theorised in various models as affecting turnout can also be 

conceptualised in terms of ‘c’, ‘b’, and ‘p’.  For example, education should reduce the 

information-gathering costs of voting.  Home ownership indicates a stake in the community, and 

greater exposure to economic variables such as interest rates, and thus more sensitivity to costs 
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and benefits. Unless mobilised by a strong trade union movement, thus reducing voting costs, 

members of manual households are likely to be less educated and thus see higher costs than 

benefits in voting. Household income is another proxy for the resources available to potential 

voters and the extent to which they may feel they have interests at stake. But, more importantly, 

such variables are also needed as controls to test for potentially spurious relationships between 

the key generational and competitiveness variables and vote or no vote. Limitations of 

consistency in the inclusion of such variables in successive stages of the BES reduce leverage, 

but a minimal ‘core’ can be found.  As most studies of turnout change point out, variables such 

as increasing education, a shrinking working class, and increasing owner occupied housing 

should be associated with increasing turnout. On the other side, a decreasing proportion of the 

voting eligible population who are married could be expected to adversely affect social cohesion 

and thus perhaps turnout. 

A number of relevant variables are unfortunately unavailable in all elections covered by 

the BES. Mobilisation variables are lacking, or of poor quality, such as trade union membership 

(only derived in 1966 from panelists’ past and future answers) and church attendance is missing 

in at least four studies, including the two most recent).  Newspaper readership is lacking only in 

1979. This has been shown to have significant effects in the United States. 

Table 3 displays results from four logistic regression models. The dependent variable is 

vote (1) or not vote (0), with each election cross-section weighted to the official figures up to the 

1992 election. From 1997, when the electoral register was no longer used as the BES sampling 

frame, the weight is turnout on an age-eligible base. From 1987, when validated data becomes 

available, vote and not vote is on that basis, except for the minority of respondents for whom the 
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validation data could not be found, whose reported voting behaviour is used. More details on 

variable definitions and weights can be found in the Appendix.  

Model I estimates the effects of social and demographic variables on turnout. Age is 

augmented by its squared term to capture the quadratic shape of life-cycle voting as displayed in 

Figure 1, in which turnout levels off from middle age and tends to decline among the oldest 

voters. Marriage, income and age are positively associated with turnout, while manual 

household, renting a home, and either being born overseas or belonging to an ethnic minority 

have negative effects. As explained in the Appendix, income was estimated in two ways, the first 

reflecting the growth in real incomes over the period, and the second indicating relative income 

differences between respondents, election by election, and the widening of these in Britain over 

time (Goodman and Webb 1994; Brewer, Goodman, Shaw and Shephard 2005). The two were 

collinear, and the growth in real incomes was negatively associated with turnout. This is a 

significant finding, as recent cross-sectional analysis of turnout has found higher levels 

associated with greater economic prosperity (Nevitte. Blais, Gidengil, and Nadeau 2009). This 

clearly does not apply over time in Britain, nor would be likely to do so many of the older 

democracies in which wealth has increased and turnout gone down. Nonetheless, this indicator is 

imperfect, as it correlates significantly with the passage of time, and had little to add to later 

models in terms of increased variance explained. The relative income index, on the other hand, 

had the expected positive effect on turnout.  This basic model was also regressed on turnout for 

each election. In the 1960s and 1970s, socio-economic status and the other related variables had 

little effect on turnout, but by the late 1990s and beyond, the effects were more substantial, 
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confirming that as British turnout has gone down, it has done so more among people with lower 

incomes and social status.1 

Model II estimates various effects of competitiveness on top of the social and 

demographic variables. Constituency non-competitiveness is estimated at t-1 (including elections 

after boundary changes, where estimated figures are used), and in two ways, first by 

constituency, and second, as an average across each election. At the constituency level, the 

maximum-minimum probability estimate difference indicates that, controlling for socio-

economic and demographic factors, there tends to be a statistically significant difference of 5 

points in turnout between the most competitive and non-competitive constituencies. While one 

could have expected the effect of non-competitiveness to flatten out at high levels, it does not, 

and a linear form of the variable works best. It remains statistically significant even when the 

model is run using robust standard errors adjusted for clustering in the nearly 2000 constituencies 

sampled in the BES since 1964.  

The mean constituency non-competitiveness at t-1 variable estimates the longer-term 

perceptions of national competitiveness that were shaped by the previous election. It has the 

biggest effects, although they attenuate somewhat in the next two models after controlling for 

generations and perceptions of party difference. The last poll average indicates the extent to 

which perceptions of closeness immediately prior to the election shaped turnout: between the 

most competitive and least competitive poll gaps across the 12 elections, the turnout difference 

was 8 points.  Here a flattening out effect is apparent, so the variable is logged. But while some 

people pay attention to polls, others may not, or discount them, and instead base their perceptions 

on their recollection of the previous election. An unreported interaction tested whether a 
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perception of a close contest indicated by the last pre-election polls might intensify the 

propensity to vote in the most competitive constituencies.  It does not, so this hypothesis can be 

refuted. After taking into account the turnout effects of constituency competitiveness in general, 

if anything, a close national contest indicated by polls is more likely to enhance turnout in non-

competitive constituencies.  

Respondents eligible to cast a vote in one of their first three elections are coded as a 

variable.  This is consistently non-significant across all models.  While these respondents are less 

likely to vote when examined separately, this effect is entirely captured by the life-cycle effects 

of age. However, there is evidence for a ‘lag’ effect that dates from the time respondents cast 

their first votes: coding the average turnout in the first three elections at which respondents 

would have been eligible to vote does produce a variable with significant and substantive effects 

in models II and IV. However, in model III it is absorbed by the full battery of generations in the 

model. One should note that this is likely to be not entirely an effect of competitiveness at those 

elections, but also of the importance respondents ascribed to that election for other reasons as 

well: particularly, their perceptions of party differences and what they perceived to be ‘at stake’. 

All attempts to test the hypothesis that those entering into voting eligibility are more susceptible 

to the influence of competition were unsuccessful. An unreported interaction produced a counter-

intuitive result: where competition is high as indicated by the last mean constituency margin, 

new voters are less likely to vote, and where it is low, they are more likely to do so. Franklin’s 

more wide-ranging hypothesis that elections must matter to mobilise new voters may be closer to 

the mark than his more specific claims about competitiveness and new voters. 
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Addition of the block of competitiveness variables to the model also reveals apparently 

suppressed effects of education and the effects of later female suffrage. From this point on, the 

effects of the demographic variables are remarkably stable across the four successive models, 

and all are consistent with theory and previous findings in the literature. Measurement of the 

effects of these social structure variables has probably captured a good part of the effects of 

social change on turnout. 

The third model adds the effects of generations. The reference category against which the 

effects of being in the various other generations were assessed was the cohort immediately 

before lowering of the franchise to 18.  Controlling for social structure and competitiveness, 

most of the differences displayed in Figure 1 seemed to remain. The generation first permitted to 

vote at 18 appeared only very slightly affected, becoming 2 per cent less likely to vote than the 

immediately prior reference group. The ‘civic’ generation entering voting eligibility after World 

War II appear significantly more likely to vote, consistent with the hypothesis that they had 

higher expectations of state capacity than other generations.  The Thatcher generation make a 4 

per cent shift toward nonvoting, but this effect is dwarfed by a substantial post-1992 ‘Blair 

effect’ of 13 per cent.  

Figure 1 displayed the differences between the five earliest generations in the age at 

which turnout tended to decline. Investigation of predicted values from model III indicated that 

these differences hold up outside 95 per cent confidence intervals. Predicted turnout at 60 is the 

same between war and prewar generations, but declines to a significant difference between those 

two and the McMillan generation. The ‘post suffrage at 18’ generation is likely to be distinct 

from the McMillan generation when its members shortly hit age 60, but the intermediate 
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generation’s predicted vote and its confidence intervals overlap the boundaries of the confidence 

intervals of the generations immediately before and after it. Simply, this means that differences 

in election competitiveness cannot explain the different ‘drop-off’ rates in turnout between the 

earlier generations. Nor, it turns out, does adding perceptions of party differences to model III. 

This, if anything, increases the differences.  

To explore the implications, model 4 adds the effects of perceptions of party differences 

between the two major parties, interacted with the two most recent generations. Figure 3 displays 

the trends in perceptions of party differences and, for purposes of comparison, in the strength of 

party identifications over the period 1964 to 2005. Each are computed as scales between 0 and 1 

for each respondent, and averaged for each election (for details see Appendix).  While there is a 

clear trend in party identification decline, changes in perceptions of party differences indicate a 

distinct pattern that corresponds to the period of greater ideological polarisation between Labour 

and the Conservatives over the Thatcher years.  

On the surface, declining party identification looks like the best candidate for an 

explanation of turnout decline, as Heath argues. This is because, as Figure 3 makes clear, 

perceptions of party differences were as low in the late 1960s and early 1970s as in the period 

from at least 2001. But in conjunction with the data about competitiveness, this general pattern 

suggests that when competitiveness was relatively high in the 1960s and 1970s, perceptions of 

party differences were low, but competitiveness kept those elections meaningful to the electorate.  

By the late 1990s and in the elections that followed, declining competitiveness combined with 

low perceptions of party differences acted together to drive turnout down.  
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Figure 3 Strength of Party Identification and Perceptions of Party Differences in Britain, 
1964-2005 

 
Setting aside our theoretical assumptions, an alternative approach would have been to 

include party identification in the model, and interact it with perceptions of party difference (for 

example, Heath 2007, 510). Indeed, in an alternative model including strength of party 

identification (with non-identifiers at 0), as in Heath’s analysis, the main effects of both variables 

are consistent with expectations, with party identification having strong effects in the absence of 

strong party differences, and strong party differences having strong effects in the absence of 

party identification. Yet the effect of the interaction itself is counter-intuitive, with a combination 

of strong party identification and high perceptions of party differences having a significant 

negative effect on turnout.  
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Drilling down further into the data, successive regressions within each election dataset 

confirm that members of the different cohorts have different perceptions of party differences, and 

those perceptions have different effects on turnout, within each specific election. Model IV’s 

interactions display some of the implications. A diagnostic test produced high variance inflation 

factors (VIF) for a number of these variables indicating interdependent multiple collinearities 

across the full range of generational interactions, so only the two most recent generations were 

retained in model IV. Perceiving no party differences had stronger effects on the Thatcher and 

Blair generations than on the earlier cohorts. Party difference perceptions had quite substantive 

effects on all but the Thatcher generation, but the Blair generation effects were somewhat 

smaller. Once more, we are led to the hypothesis that lower perceptions of state capacity may 

have a role to play over a period when party differences were perceived to be strong, but perhaps 

increasingly irrelevant when state capacities were being denied.   

Given the decline in perceptions of party difference after Labour’s taking power in 1997, 

the very substantial negative effects on turnout for members of the Blair generation who 

perceived no differences deserves emphasis. Britons entering the electorate in the late 1960s and 

1970s, when party perception differences were similarly low, did not respond so strongly. Both 

the 1970 and February 1974 elections were closely fought, and were among the most competitive 

elections over the period under analysis at least as indicated by the last poll data with 3.1 and 3.6 

margins respectively (Heath and Taylor 1999, 178). Perhaps this is part of the answer. Even if 

new voters were no more likely to respond to higher levels of competition than anyone else, that 

level of competition would help explain their participation. But, of course, our models control for 

this. Predicted probabilities from model IV show that about age 30, competitiveness had 
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significant effects on both Blair and pre-1974 cohorts, but they were strongest on the pre-1974 

grouping with low perceptions of party difference. Reasoning beyond the data, one can 

hypothesise that there was also a sense, in that period, among young voters in particular, that 

politics mattered, even if the two major parties differed little in their politics. This is a perception 

apparently lacking in new voters from the 1990s onwards. Again, we suggest an explanation 

based on a sense of political possibilities, but the absence of relevant questions in the BES over 

time precludes analysis. 

As foreshadowed earlier, even model IV is not a good predictor of turnout levels, election 

by election. Yet the grouped predictions do indicate where turnout goes up or down for all but 

one pair of successive elections. Adding party identification to the model slightly improves the 

fit, but not impressively so. However, strength of party identification does appear to account for 

the difference in generational drop-off for all but the first prewar generation. That is, older voters 

have become increasing prone to lose or at least have weaker party identifications, associated 

with lower turnout.  If, as Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely argue, party identification is a 

store of evaluations about party performance, this may reflect older voter’s disillusion with party 

performance today when compared to their memories of party performance when they were 

young.  

Regardless of whether or not party identification is in or out of the models, turnout is 

over-predicted at the beginning of the series of elections, and under-predicted at the end. 

Variables are missing that are not available across the whole range of the BES that might explain 

higher turnout than predicted in the 1960s, and lower turnout in the late 1990s and beyond. We 

have suggested what some of those variables might be.  However, prediction of aggregate-level 
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estimates from an individual-level model, even with macro-level data applied, is often 

problematic.  Contingency and chance are a huge part of individual-level behaviour.  For 

aggregate level predictions, a macro-level model turns out to be both more appropriate and 

greatly more straightforward.  

We therefore follow the same route as Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely (2005) with 

several differences. The time series is confined to the period since 1964, as it employs two sets 

of BES data averaged for the elections in question rather than party differences estimates from 

manifestos. Second, the estimate is not confined to the log of the last poll difference, but also 

includes average constituency non-competitiveness from the previous election, one of Franklin’s 

key estimates, which has exhibited strong effects in our earlier analysis.   

Table 4 displays two macro-level models with the 12 elections as cases, one without 

party identification, one with it added.  In the second model with party identification included, 

that variable is well outside statistical significance, has the lowest standardised estimate, and 

does not add any further to the adjusted R-squared term.  In the first model, party difference is 

not significant at .05, but comes in under .15, and adds to the R-squared thus improving its fit. 

Alternative models did add in generational features, the best being the increasing proportion of 

the Blair generation in the electorate, but this only added marginally to the predictive fit. The fit 

of our preferred model is considerably better to that of Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely 

(2005), the main reason being our use of average constituency non-competitiveness from the 

previous election as well as poll distance. As shown earlier, these both have distinct effects, and 

hardly correlate at all (at r=.05 in the election-level dataset).   
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Table 4: Predicting Turnout in Britain 1964-2005: Competitiveness, and Perceptions of 
Party Differences 

 B  S.E. Beta  B  S.E. Beta 
Mean Constituency  
Non-Competitiveness t -1 -2.88 *** 0.55 -0.73  -2.43 ** 0.78 -0.61 
Party Difference 9.39 * 5.76 0.23  12.64 * 7.02 0.30 
Log last poll difference -2.52 ** 0.77 -0.45  -2.26 ** 0.84 -0.40 
Strength Party Identification      17.28  20.49 0.18 
(Constant) 131.33 *** 12.37   108.20 *** 30.19  
Adjusted R-Squared 0.79     0.79    
Durbin-Watson 2.2     2.3    
N 12     12    
  

*** significant at below .01 ** significant at below .05 * significant at below .15 
 
NOTE:  British turnout 1964-2005 is a stationary time series according to an augmented Dickey-Fuller 

test.  
 
 

This simple time series model predicts British turnout without any generational 

information, or demographic data that might make allowance for the proportion of new voters 

entering the electorate, or allow for an interaction of generations with either estimate of 

competitiveness. Yet at the individual level, these interactions found nothing. However useful 

strength of party identification might be in stabilising an individual-level model, and 

decomposing the effects among older voters, it seems to have little purchase when estimated at 

the macro level.  

Generations, party identification, and other variables can stabilise and fine-tune an 

individual-level model, but when it comes to ‘the big picture’, their effects are shown to be 

marginal. At the macro-level the competitiveness of elections, measured by two complementary 

methods, supplemented by BES data on the perceptions of party differences, seems to do the job.  

We thus confirm a large part of the Franklin model: competitiveness, and the perception that 
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elections will make a difference are the key factors. Our pooled analysis of BES data also 

confirms that there are generational differences, and that these interact with perceptions of party 

differences.  

 
Figure 4: Predicting Turnout in Britain 1964-2005   
 

 
Source: First Model, Table 4. 

 
 
 

Returning to the public policy implications noted at the outset, our findings suggest that 

attention to enhancing turnout among the young, while worthwhile in its own terms, may not 

have the habit-forming effects claimed. It may do so, as Franklin argues, but only on the 

margins. Indeed, some attention to promotion of turnout among older voters appears warranted 

from this analysis. But far more powerful forces than ‘get out the vote’ campaigns shape turnout 

over time. Public policy will shape turnout far more effectively, albeit indirectly, if political 

elites offer their electorates meaningful choices. A powerful discourse that governments are less 

able to do so under current conditions may be partially responsible for recent turnout decline 

among the young and the old. Similarly, greater media attention to the negative aspects of 
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politics may facilitate lower public evaluations of elite political behaviour and thus also lower 

turnout by weakening the strength of party identifications shaped by such evaluations. As for the 

effects of competitiveness, negative definition and operationalisation of this variable in terms of 

non-competitiveness makes both conceptual and theoretical sense. Turnout is unlikely to be 

maximised under electoral institutions that make it certain that most votes cast will have no 

effect on outcomes in terms of seats and, often, on any kind of change in government. 



Appendix 
 

 
The British Election Studies 
 
The Samples 

The Table below indicates the most significant information about the successive British Election 

Studies. Further information can be found, for 1964-87, in Heath et al. 1994, 302-308, for 1992, 

in Heath and others, 1994, 301-308; for 1997, in Heath and others, 2001, 170, for 2001 in Clarke 

et al 2005, 329-336, and for 2005 at the BES website (http://www.essex.ac.uk/bes). Data from 

the 2001 and 2005 studies are taken from the full wave two post-election samples, including 

respondents not on the electoral register, and validated vote turnout is used from 1987 onwards. 

 
Election N  Carried Out by Sampling Validated 

      
1964 1769  Nuffield College Electoral Register No 
1966 1874  Nuffield College Electoral Register No 
1970 1843  Nuffield College Electoral Register No 

February 1974 2462  University of Essex Electoral Register No 
October 1974 2365  University of Essex Electoral Register No 

1979 1893  University of Essex Electoral Register No 
1983 3955  Nuffield College Electoral Register No 
1987 3843  Nuffield College Electoral Register Yes 
1992 3534  Nuffield College Electoral Register Yes 
1997 3615  Nuffield College Postcode Address Yes 
2001 3035  Essex/Texas Dallas Postcode Address Yes 
2005 4161  Essex/Texas Dallas Postcode Address Yes 

Total N 34349     
N for 

Regressions 33539 
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Weights 

Weights for the models used in this paper are taken from the original weights recommended by 

the researchers, where present, and are further corrected for the official turnout for each election, 

on an age-eligible base after 1997 when the BES moved to a postcode address-based sample thus 

including respondents not on the electoral register. 

Questions and Coding 

Strength of party identification. 1=’very strong’, 0.75=’fairly strong’, 0.5 =’not very strong’. 

0.25=’closer to one’ 0=’no identification’. In earlier versions of the BES, only those identifying 

were asked the strength of identification, omitting those non-identifying respondents next asked 

whether they were closer to one party than another   We have preserved this data structure in 

subsequent samples where those answering ‘closer’ were asked the strength question: their 

responses to this question are ignored and all are all coded in the ‘closer’ category.  

Perceptions of Party Difference. 

From 1964, after a series of questions specifically mentioning only Labour and the 

Conservatives: ‘Considering everything the parties stand for, would you say there is a good deal 

of difference between the parties (1), some difference (0.5), or not much difference (0)?’ 

From 1983, the Conservative and Liberal Parties were mentioned explicitly in the question itself. 

In 2001 and 2005, this question was asked in the mail-back segment of the sample and missing 

values for those not returning the mail-back are set to the election means. 
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Relative Income 

All BES contained a household income question except for 1983, in which respondents were 

asked to estimate their household income as compared to the average, in a five-point scale.  

Regardless of this, estimating income effects over time is problematic given inflation and change 

in real incomes over time. Two estimates were calculated, based initially on a standardisation of 

the income data around the mean for each election year.  An index of real incomes over time was 

then estimated by indexing it around the mean to real GDP per capita data derived from the Penn 

World Tables. Because the British income distribution has widened over the period since 1964 

(Goodman and Webb 1994, A2; Brewer, Goodman, Shaw and Shephard 2005, 28), thus making 

the standardised data misleading, an index of income distribution was calculated, again on a base 

of the standardised data, by weighting it by 1 over the Gini index for 1964 multiplied by the Gini 

index for each election year. Thus a one-unit change corresponds to the amount that corresponds 

to the real income difference represented by one standard deviation in 1964. 

Born Overseas and Ethnic Minority 

Data is available from 1964 to 1979 for those respondents born overseas. From 1983, there is a 

consistent question on ethnic minority status, and data from the two questions is combined. 

 

Constituency-Level and Other Data 

Constituency competitiveness data are included in the 2001 and 2005 study datasets and we are 

most grateful to the researchers for doing so.  

 For 1992 (in 1997 boundaries) and 1997, the data comes from Pippa Norris’ British 
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Parliamentary Constituency database, 1992-2005, release 1.3 (http://www.pippanorris.com). 

 From 1979 (in 1983 boundaries) to 1987 the data comes from the United Kingdom 

Ecological Dataset, including 1979 results in 1983 boundaries (UKDA 2081). Thanks are due to 

Ian McAllister for assistance in overcoming problems in making this very old data file useable. 

 For 1974 to 1979, the data comes from Electoral Dynamics Files, 1918-1979 (UKDA 

1383), principal researcher William L. Miller.  

 Data from 1959 to 1970 elections comes from ‘UK General Election Results, 1955-1970 

and Associated Information’, (UKDA 1799) deposited by John Curtice and Michael Steed. We 

are grateful to Richard Topf for sending us additional documentation from the 1963-70 BES that 

permitted us to identify missing value labels for half of the constituencies in the samples. 

 1970 election results translated into 1974 constituency boundaries come from calculations 

from swing estimates calculated by Michael Steed in Appendix 1 in Butler and Kavanagh 1974, 

285-307.  Data was available for 175 of the 200 constituencies sampled in the 1974 BES. 

 Data on the most recent polls prior to each election come from Heath and Taylor (1999, 

178), 2001 interpolated from Heath (2007, 509), and 2005 from polls published at 

http://www.ipsos-mori.com/content/turnout/voting-intention-in-great-britain-certain-to-

vote.ashx.  

 

Statistical Issues 

Alternative versions of the models were run with robust standard errors and robust standard 

errors adjusted for constituency clustering.  Except for one variable, female or male, this made 
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no difference to statistical significance. Clustering at the election level would not have been 

appropriate, given that the 12 elections are not a sample, but a universe.  Minimum-maximum 

probability estimates were calculated using spost’s prchange process in Stata 10.0, with all other 

variables set to their means (see http://www.indiana.edu/~jslsoc/spost.htm and Long and Freese 

2006. Collinearity tests were conducted using SPSS’s regression procedure and no significant 

problems were found with the models eventually chosen for Table 3, except for age and age 

squared. For this reason Table 3 reports the minimum maximum probabilility change for age in 

an alternative model without the squared term.  
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Table 3: Turnout, Competitiveness, Generations, and Perceptions of Party Differences, Br itain 1964-2005 
   I     II     III     IV  
 b  S.E. pr  b  S.E. pr  b  S.E. pr  b  S.E. pr 
Female 0.07 * *  0.03 1  0.07 * *  0.03 1  0.08 * *  0.03 2  0.08 * *  0.03 1 
Female 1928 and earlier -0.14  0.07   -0.17 *  0.08 -3  -0.21 *  0.09 -4  -0.17 *  0.09 -3 
Age Left School 0.00  0.00   0.01 * *  0.00 9  0.01 * *  0.00 11  0.01 * *  0.00 9 
University Degree 0.04  0.05   0.21 * *  0.05 4  0.22 * *  0.05 4  0.23 * *  0.05 4 
Married 0.45 * *  0.03 9  0.32 * *  0.03 6  0.30 * *  0.03 6  0.30 * *  0.03 6 
Manual Household -0.15 * *  0.03 -3  -0.17 * *  0.03 -3  -0.16 * *  0.03 -3  -0.16 * *  0.03 -3 
Home Rented -0.29 * *  0.03 -6  -0.36 * *  0.03 -7  -0.38 * *  0.03 -7  -0.33 * *  0.03 -6 
Relative Income 0.10 * *  0.01 12  0.09 * *  0.01 10  0.09 * *  0.01 10  0.09 * *  0.01 10 
Born Overseas/Minority -0.31 * *  0.06 -6  -0.25 * *  0.07 -5  -0.24 * *  0.07 -5  -0.20 * *  0.07 -4 
Age 0.06 * *  0.01 33  0.05 * *  0.01 30  0.05 * *  0.01 23  0.05 * *  0.01 26 
Age Squared 0.00 * *  0.00   0.00 * *  0.00   0.00 * *  0.00   0.00 * *  0.00  
Constituency Non-Competitiveness (CNC)   0.00 * *  0.00 -5  0.00 * *  0.00 -5  0.00 * *  0.00 -6 
Log of Last Poll      -0.11 * *  0.01 -8  -0.11 * *  0.01 -8  -0.12 * *  0.01 -9 
Average CNC      -0.18 * *  0.01 -17  -0.14 * *  0.01 -14  -0.14 * *  0.01 -13 
Voting in Elections 1-3      0.07  0.06   0.09  0.06   0.07  0.06  
Turnout in Elections 1-3      0.03 * *  0.00 13  0.01  0.01   0.02 * *  0.01 8 
Up to 1936           0.00  0.09       
1945-51           0.20 * *  0.07 4      
1955-59           0.05  0.06       
(Reference 1964-66, III, -1974, IV)                    
1970-74           -0.11 * *  0.05 -2      
1979-87           -0.22 * *  0.06 -4  -0.24 * *  0.07 -5 
1992-           -0.61 * *  0.12 -13  -0.56 * *  0.16 -12 
Party Difference to 1974 (main effect)                0.65 * *  0.04 13 
Party Difference *  1979-87                0.12  0.09  
Party Difference *  1992-                0.53 *  0.24 10 
Constant -1.01  0.11   0.99 *  0.40   2.22 * *  0.57   0.79  0.42  
Nagelkerke R-Squared 0.081     0.11     0.11     0.13    
% concordant 71.9     73.4     73.3     73.7    

 
* *  significant at less than .01  *  significant at less than .05  
 

NOTE: pr stands for maximum-minimum probability estimates with all other variables held at the mean, except for generations and generation interactions held at 0. For age, they are 
computed from an alternative model without the squared term. 


