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Figure 19. Percentage responding agree or strongly agree that ‘People like me have no say in 
what government does’, 1987–2019 

By education By age 

By homeownership By income  

The first thing to note is that over time, the British public has become slightly more likely to agree 
with the prompt that they have no say in what the government does. In 1987 the average share 
agreeing with the statement was just under 50%, but from 1997 to 2019 this has hovered between 
55% and 58%. These are not huge differences but are suggestive of a slight upward drift in lack of 
legitimacy. 

Differences among groups are far more salient than differences across time and provide quite 
stark impressions of perceived political equality in terms of legitimacy in the UK. Beginning with 
education, we see that university graduates have long felt more listened to than those who did not 
complete secondary education. The gap between the two has typically been around 25–30 
percentage points. However, it is notable that in the past two elections, graduates have risen 
sharply on this measure – likely a reflection of the political debate over Brexit, with graduates 
having predominantly voted to Remain in the European Union but a Leave-supporting 
government twice being elected. Compositional effects are also at play – the vast majority 
(around three-quarters) of respondents in 1987 had not completed A levels (‘below secondary’), 
whereas this was just over 40% by 2019. Since the group with degrees has tripled in size, by 
contrast, it is not surprising it has converged towards the rest of the population. 

The remaining three groupings are less impacted by compositional effects. In terms of age, older 
people have always felt slightly less listened to than the young. That gap widened sharply during 
New Labour’s time in office but was very narrow in 2019, perhaps reflecting government policy 
that had arguably moved towards the interests of older citizens (triple-lock pensions being the 
most obvious example) since 2010, as well as reflecting partisan preferences by age. 

In terms of homeownership, homeowners have always felt more represented by the government 
across the sample. However, this was least true during the New Labour era, ironically when 
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OUR AGE DIVIDE
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Figure 8. Education and voting Conservative in 2019 by age group 

Under-50s Over-50s 

Figure 9. Age and turnout, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

Moreover, Figure 8 shows that if we take voting behaviour in the 2019 General Election and look 
in the British Election Survey at how vote choice depends on education, the pattern is very similar 
across people aged both over and under 50. Bluntly, having a degree drives both younger and 
older voters away from the Conservative Party. Since degree-holders are a minority of the 
electorate, this polarisation on education – regardless of age group – has proven beneficial for the 
Conservative Party in recent elections. 

Where we do see changes over time is in the relative participation in voting of younger and older 
citizens (see Figure 9). From 1997 onwards, there has been a sharp shift in generational patterns, 
with older people substantially more likely to vote. The age gap in voting has increased from 
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Figure 6. Education and Brexit vote intention, 2016  
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By the 2019 General Election, British party politics had largely realigned along these cultural 
divides that had clearly been brewing before the referendum but had not been fully activated. 
Since 2016, education has been a negative predictor of support for the Conservatives in General 
Elections. There has been a temptation among commentators to attribute this pattern to the 
distribution of education across age groups in Britain. It is certainly true that university education 
was much less common among people who are today aged over 50 than among younger 
generations. Is it education, then, or age that is driving voting behaviour? 

However, if, as in Figure 7, we look at voting by age, especially once we control for education, 
income and other demographics, it is not obvious that age per se has become more important. In 
fact, older people have consistently been more likely to vote for the Conservative Party since the 
1960s, with a decade of age associated with around a 5 percentage point increased probability of 
voting Conservative, all else equal. 

Figure 7. Age and voting Conservative, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 
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VOTING CONSERVATIVE



OUR EDUCATION DIVIDE
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Figure 4. Education and voting Conservative, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

Figure 5. Education and turnout, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

We begin with Figure 4, which shows the coefficients from a regression of voting Conservative on 
the education variable. The left panel is a simple bivariate regression, whereas the right panel is 
the coefficient from a multivariate regression including age, gender, income and 
homeownership.  

In both cases, we see a very clear pattern: whereas education was associated with voting 
Conservative in the 1970s – with a point shift along the scale associated with between a 5 and 15 
percentage point higher probability of voting Conservative, that relationship flat-lined and 
became borderline negative in the 1990s. In the last two General Elections (2017 and 2019) the 
relationship between education and voting Conservative has become sharply negative – a point 
shift in the education variable is associated with an approximately 10 percentage point lower 
probability of voting Conservative. 
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Figure 4. Education and voting Conservative, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

Figure 5. Education and turnout, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

We begin with Figure 4, which shows the coefficients from a regression of voting Conservative on 
the education variable. The left panel is a simple bivariate regression, whereas the right panel is 
the coefficient from a multivariate regression including age, gender, income and 
homeownership.  

In both cases, we see a very clear pattern: whereas education was associated with voting 
Conservative in the 1970s – with a point shift along the scale associated with between a 5 and 15 
percentage point higher probability of voting Conservative, that relationship flat-lined and 
became borderline negative in the 1990s. In the last two General Elections (2017 and 2019) the 
relationship between education and voting Conservative has become sharply negative – a point 
shift in the education variable is associated with an approximately 10 percentage point lower 
probability of voting Conservative. 
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TURNOUT VOTING CONSERVATIVE



EDUCATION AND AGE IN GE2019



SPILLS INTO VIEWS ABOUT FAIRNESS
IS SUCCESS DUE TO FORCES OUTSIDE YOUR CONTROL?



RIP OUR MONEY DIVIDES? 
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Figure 2. Income and voting Conservative, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

As we shall see when we turn to education and housing, this pattern appears related to a 
realignment of British politics around a group-based or cultural dimension, of which vote choice 
in the EU membership referendum appears to be the defining factor. Still, even controlling for 
age, education and homeownership, the previously positive relationship between income and 
voting Conservative has vanished. If we take the average Conservative vote and average income 
by respondents in each region and correlate these for each election, we find that whereas up until 
2010 there was a strong positive relationship between regional wealth and Conservative vote 
share (in sample means), in 2019 there was a weak negative relationship. Across people and 
across regions, traditional class-voting patterns appear to have broken down. 

Figure 3. Income and turnout, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 
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INCOME & VOTING CONSERVATIVE HOMEOWNERSHIP & VOTING CONSERVATIVE
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points to a level roughly equivalent to today’s. The political consequences of this surge in 
homeownership were roughly what Margaret Thatcher would have hoped for. Studlar, McAllister 
and Ascui (1990) showed that not only were homeowners a core base of the Conservatives’ 
General Election victory of 1987 but that previous council house tenants were crucial switchers. 

Using multiple waves of the British Election Study dating back to the General Election of 1964 and 
up to that of 2019, we can look at the relationship between homeownership and (a) voting for the 
Conservative Party and (b) turnout. As with our earlier analyses of income and education in the 
British Election Study panel, we look at the coefficients from (a) a bivariate regression of voting 
behaviour on homeownership and (b) a multivariate analysis including age, gender, income and 
education.  

Figure 10 begins with the relationship between homeownership and voting Conservative over the 
past six decades. The left panel shows the bivariate regression coefficients (with 95% confidence 
intervals). Across the whole period, it has been the case that homeowners are more likely to vote 
Conservative. From 1970 to 1992, that relationship appeared to be strengthening, buttressing the 
Thatcher era strategy of Right to Buy. Homeowners had a probability of voting Conservative 25– 
30 percentage points higher than non-owners. However, there was a sharp fall in the 
relationship – to around 20 percentage points – following the 1997 General Election as New 
Labour captured homeowners (as well as marking Labour’s best electoral performance in 
general across the period). That relationship appears fairly constant thereafter, though perhaps 
with a drop-off in 2019. The right panel shows the multivariate coefficients – hence controlling for 
age, income, gender and education. Here we see a generally reduced magnitude, though with a 
similar disjuncture in 1997. Overall, we can conclude that there remains a Conservative 
advantage among homeowners but it has been more modest in recent years. 

Figure 10. Homeownership and voting Conservative, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

We now turn to look at the propensity to vote at all in Figure 11. Here we see a more dramatic 
change in both the bivariate and multivariate analyses. In the 1960s and 1970s, homeowners 
were only marginally more likely (perhaps around 5 percentage points) to vote than non-
homeowners. By the mid 2000s, this had increased dramatically to around 25 percentage points 
in the bivariate analysis (15 percentage points in the multivariate analysis). So, to the degree that 
homeowners in Britain find it politically easy to protect their assets’ prices and restrict 
development, much is likely to depend on their much higher propensity to vote at all. While we 
cannot draw any causal conclusions about British housing policy since the 1960s, the fact that 
renters have become ever less likely to vote relative to homeowners is likely to have reduced their 
effective political ability to lobby against policies that favour existing owners. 
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MAYBE NOT…  
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Figure 11. Homeownership and turnout, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

Wealth inequality: regional 
It is not only homeownership per se that connects British housing markets to politics. The long 
housing boom from the early 1990s to the late 2000s also magnified differences in house prices 
across – and indeed within – regions. 

The value of housing in the UK, as well as the structure of housing tenure, has political 
implications, not least because local house prices are one of the most effective ways of 
distinguishing cross-regional economic differences. Unlike the case of income, house prices are 
tied to specific localities. Furthermore, they also reflect the stock of economic value in a location 
rather than its current flow. Finally, median house prices tend to vary more than median incomes 
across the UK. Hence examining house prices helps us to understand the political consequences 
of growing regional inequalities in Britain. 

Britain’s electoral system amplifies the importance of growing wealth inequality across regions. 
First past the post is a geographically concentrated system, which means that it is difficult for 
parties to assemble coalitions of voters who are thinly spread geographically. Instead, parties will 
focus on winning pluralities within constituencies and concentrate their resources on ‘swing 
districts’, potentially ignoring homogeneous, ‘captured’ areas and support bases. 

Finally, rising and unequal house prices might have direct political implications for homeowners. 
A recent wave of scholarly work in political science has shown that owners of more expensive 
housing appear to have quite distinct preferences from those owning cheaper housing on both 
first-dimension (economic) and second-dimension (cultural) politics. 

Preferences on first-dimension politics refer to preferences over the economic dimension of 
politics, anchored between support for higher taxes and redistribution and support for lower 
taxes and redistribution. Since most taxation falls on flows of income (either directly as income 
taxation or indirectly as consumption taxation), the political science literature has long found a 
strong correlation between higher income and greater support for lower taxes and spending, 
though this has weakened in recent years. 

It is not entirely obvious whether individuals should react in a similar fashion when the value of 
assets they own increases. On the one hand, there is a superficial similarity in that greater wealth 
means greater lifetime resources, which presumably correlates with less support for taxation of 
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Figure 2. Income and voting Conservative, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 

As we shall see when we turn to education and housing, this pattern appears related to a 
realignment of British politics around a group-based or cultural dimension, of which vote choice 
in the EU membership referendum appears to be the defining factor. Still, even controlling for 
age, education and homeownership, the previously positive relationship between income and 
voting Conservative has vanished. If we take the average Conservative vote and average income 
by respondents in each region and correlate these for each election, we find that whereas up until 
2010 there was a strong positive relationship between regional wealth and Conservative vote 
share (in sample means), in 2019 there was a weak negative relationship. Across people and 
across regions, traditional class-voting patterns appear to have broken down. 

Figure 3. Income and turnout, 1964–2019 

Bivariate approach Multivariate approach 
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HOUSE PRICES AND VOTING
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Figure 11. House Prices and Voting in the 1997 General Election

 
 

The fact that New Labour performed relatively well with homeowners in general and was winning a growing 
number of affluent, high-price constituencies may help to explain the general pro-homeowner veneer of New 
Labour’s housing policy. An important recent article by Dancygier and Chou (2021) argues that New Labour 
deliberately moved away from its voter base in social housing (and to some degree private rental 
accommodation) to focus on attracting homeowners, particularly in well-to-do urban areas. They find that 
Labour’s coalition of support in London shifted strongly towards professionals and intermediate nonmanual 
professions (over fifty percent of support, up from a third in the 1980s) and away from manual workers (from 
forty to around thirty percent of support). The authors find that Labour wards with higher incomes in London 
saw much larger reductions in council housing as the party shifted towards support for gentrification. And they 
quote a Labour Lambeth councillor on the behaviour of the new middle-class base: “Yes, they’d be Conservative 
anywhere else, but Labour in London. They read Guardian, Independent, vote Labour, many work in the public 
sector, doctors, teachers, civil servants.”  

Labour’s success in attracting middle-class, high education voters, often homeowners in expensive areas began 
to dissolve traditional patterns of voting on income, education and wealth lines. Rising inequality in income and 
wealth was thus able to coincide with Labour’s dominance at the polls. However, the greatest shift in this pattern 
of realignment, as we saw earlier in our analysis of education, came as the centre-right began to attract Labour’s 
traditional base of poorer, less educated workers from less expensive areas.  

The Brexit referendum marks the turning point for the final stage of realignment in contemporary British politics. 
Whereas the parts of the country that had boomed over the previous few decades had been highly supportive 
of New Labour and the status quo of EU membership, those areas that had been ‘left behind’ in terms of the 
country’s rising economic fortunes began to turn away.    
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Figure 13. House Prices and Voting in the 2019 General Election 

 

We can see further evidence of the ‘end of class geography’ if we compare the relationship between 
constituency house prices and the Conservative vote from 1997 to 2019. Figure 14 shows that from 1997 to 
2015, albeit with a dip in 2001, a log-point increase in house prices was associated with a 15 to 20 percent point 
increase in vote for the Conservatives. In 2017 this fell dramatically and by 2019 the relationship had almost 
entirely vanished. 

Figure 14. House Prices and Voting in General Elections from 1997 to 2019 
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OUR DEMOGRAPHIC DIVIDES

IN TERMS OF VOTING:


1. AGE HAS BECOME MORE IMPORTANT


2. EDUCATION HAS FLIPPED!


3. INCOME, HOME OWNERSHIP, & LOCAL WEALTH MATTER LESS 

IN TERMS OF TURNOUT:


1. ALL THE DEMOGRAPHICS MATTER EVEN MORE! 



BUT…



ATTITUDES

In 2021 and 2022 I ran surveys of UK 
population with YouGov.


I asked a series of classic 
‘Understanding Society’ questions on 
SOCIAL and ECONOMIC dimensions.


Use PCA to combine them into two 
dimensions.


Is there really a people being betrayed by 
a ‘new elite’?





















KEY MESSAGE

On attitudes, what divides us is our partisan attachments


Makes sense. Parties are about converting our differences of opinion into 
differences of policy.


They are ‘chaos cages’, aligning our views.


But… no evidence that it is demographic differences, associated with a ‘new 
elites’ that are tearing Britain apart.


Our political system is more than capable enough of doing that!
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Why do the revolving doors of power always  
leave us disappointed? In Why Politics Fails,  

the award-winning Oxford professor Ben Ansell 
shows that it’s not the politicians that are the 
problem, but that our collective goals result in  

five political ‘traps’.
Democracy: we all want a say in how we’re 

governed, but it’s impossible to have any true ‘will of 
the people’. Equality: we want equal rights, but 

equal rights and equal outcomes undermine each 
other. Solidarity: we want a safety net when times 
are tough, but often we care about solidarity only 

when we need it ourselves. Security: we want to be 
protected from harm, but not at the expense of our 

freedoms. Prosperity: we want to be richer 
tomorrow, but what makes us richer in the short run 

makes us poorer over the long haul.
You’ve probably noticed a pattern here, which is  
that our self-interest undermines our ability to  
deliver on our collective goals. And these traps 

reinforce one another, so a polarized democracy  
can worsen inequality; a threadbare social safety  
net can worsen crime; runaway climate change  

will threaten global peace.
Drawing on examples from ancient Greece through 

Brexit and using his own counterintuitive and 
pathbreaking research – on why democracy thrives 

under conditions of high inequality, and how 
increased political and social equality can lead to 
greater class inequality – Ansell vividly illustrates 

how we can escape the political traps of our 
imperfect world. He shows that politics won’t end, 

but that it doesn’t have to fail.
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