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Abstract  

 
This thesis seeks to develop an in-depth analysis of how neoliberal thought and policies have 

impacted on youth political engagement in the UK, specifically by attempting to understand how 

macro-economic and other public policies can influence the individual psychology of citizens and 

their subsequent behaviour. The thesis introduces the concept of political engagement and its 

importance, before moving on to chart the trends in youth political engagement over the past few 

decades, as well as common explanations for youth engagement, or its lack thereof. The thesis then 

sets out a clear definition and explanation of neoliberalism and summarises six key neoliberal 

impacts particularly pertinent to political engagement: marketisation and the tension this brings with 

democratic norms; responsibilisation narratives; increased inequality; the changing character of the 

state through privatisation and deregulation; the preference among policy-makers for ‘expert rule’; 

and repression of labour. It argues that the main psychological effects that result, and which 

underpin and define the personal experience of neoliberal policy, are declines in political efficacy and 

increases in individualism. The argument presented in the early chapters of the thesis is that 

neoliberalism harms political engagement through this reduction of political efficacy and an increase 

in individualism, an argument then tested with empirical research detailed in later chapters. 

 

The methods and results of the primary research undertaken are then discussed - a sequential 

explanatory mixed methods approach, involving first a quantitative survey measuring political 

engagement, individualism and political efficacy, followed by in-depth interviews exploring these 

concepts and their relationships. The findings indicate that individualism does not seem to have an 

overall effect on political engagement, but political efficacy has a moderately positive, significant 

correlation with political engagement. There are interesting findings when individualism is divided 

along the lines of ‘Vertical’ and ‘Horizontal’ (following the theory of Triandis & Gelfand, 1998), 

whereby Vertical Individualism is found to have a negative relationship with political consumerism 

specifically. The interview stage is analysed using thematic analysis, and highlights several key 

themes, including a deep sense of concern over the future of the planet and the state of politics, a 

perceived connection between knowledge and the right or ability to engage politically, and the 

socially embedded nature of politics. These findings are collated and discussed along with the 

literature in the final chapter, where the future of neoliberalism and youth political engagement are 

also considered. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction: What is political engagement, and why 
does it matter? 

 
1.1 Introduction 

 

This thesis aims to explore the impact neoliberal politics has had on youth political engagement in 

the UK. Both neoliberalism and youth politics have been topics of deep contention during the writing 

of this thesis, and are likely to continue to be so. This thesis was written during a time of protracted 

crisis for the British state, and deepening environmental and democratic crises across the planet, 

evident in the rise of ‘populist’ parties and candidates, Brexit, and above all climate change, with 

much debate over the role that neoliberalism has played in these crises (a question Chapter 7 will 

briefly consider) – towards the end of writing this thesis, the Covid-19 pandemic that has swept 

across the world can be added to this list. As will be argued throughout, these wide-ranging political 

and social upheavals are intertwined with the stories of youth political engagement and 

neoliberalism. 

 

Youth politics, certainly in the UK, has potentially seen somewhat of a revival in its fortunes during 

the writing of this thesis, from the possible, hotly debated ‘youthquake’ in the 2017 UK general 

election, to the rise of the school strikes movement and Extinction Rebellion, as well as an increasing 

shift towards a deeper understanding of youth politics in the academic literature. It is hoped that this 

thesis can contribute to both of these ongoing, vital areas of debate. However, on a slightly wider 

timescale youth political engagement, at least in certain traditional forms such as voting and party 

and union membership, is generally much lower than for other age groups.  

 

This thesis will argue that focusing purely on electoral phenomena, or politics focused on 

Westminster, whilst important areas, on their own do not constitute the entirety of ‘the political’. 

This means measures that only incorporate these sorts of activities (voting, party membership etc.) 

often miss important parts of the story. As will be seen, this is particularly problematic in the area of 

youth politics and has led to a mis-categorisation by some commentators of young people as 

‘apathetic’, although progress on this front has been seen in academia in recent years. However, 

whether one argues that youth engagement is somehow lacking, or simply different, compared to 

other age groups, what is clear is that there is something that needs to be explained and understood 

– what lies behind this divergence in political behaviours? 
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This thesis attempts to explore to what extent neoliberalism can help explain this divergence. It will 

be argued that there are six key neoliberal impacts particularly pertinent to political engagement: 

marketisation and the tension this brings with democratic norms; responsibilisation narratives; 

increased inequality; the changing character of the state through privatisation and deregulation; the 

preference among policy-makers for ‘expert rule’; and repression of labour. It will be argued that the 

main psychological effects that result, and which underpin and define the personal experience of 

neoliberal policy, are declines in political efficacy and increases in individualism. The thesis will then 

explore the relationships between engagement, efficacy and individualism through an analysis of the 

results of the study’s primary research. 

 

Given this discussion, this thesis aims to answer, or at least edge closer towards answers, for a few 

key questions surrounding the nature of youth engagement in the UK today, Specifically, this thesis 

will focus on the following research questions: 

• How politically engaged are young people today? 

• What types of political engagement are most common amongst young people today? 

• What relationships do these types of engagement share with one another? 

• What relationship do traits such as individualism and political efficacy share with different 

types of political engagement? 

As will be detailed below, based on the literature from a number of fields, the following 

hypothesises are proposed for this thesis: 

• Individualism will be negatively correlated with formal political engagement, but positively 

correlated with acts of political consumerism 

• Internal and external political efficacy will both be positively correlated with political 

engagement. 

• Corporate efficacy will be positively correlated with acts of political consumerism 

• Political efficacy and individualism will be predictors of levels of formal political engagement, 

the former positive and the latter negative. 

 

 

1.2. The Structure of the Thesis 

 

Chapter 1, this chapter, introduces the concept of political engagement and its importance. It 

clarifies what my understanding of what the term encompasses and outlines many of the problems 
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with the current measures of political engagement. Chapter 2 explores the historic trends in youth 

engagement It will be seen that youth engagement with a range of formal political institutions has 

declined, particularly since the 1990’s, but that other forms of engagement may still enjoy a wider 

following. The chapter will also explore a range of common explanations for political engagement, or 

the lack of it, paying particular attention to how this matches with developments in youth political 

engagement. The chapter will group these explanations in terms of ‘type’, eventually arguing for an 

‘environmental’ analysis that factors in broader social, political and economic changes that have 

occurred over young people’s lifetimes. 

 

Chapter 3 introduces the ‘environmental’ explanation explored in this thesis: neoliberalism. The 

chapter explores the history and key tenets of neoliberalism, concluding that the term denotes a 

form of governance focused on utilising an invasive state to expand market or market like systems in 

as many areas of human activity as possible, moulding citizens into more individualistic, competitive 

consumers as part of this process. Chapter 4 explores the literature on a range of impacts of 

neoliberal-infused policy and how these impacts relate to political engagement. The impacts 

explored are; marketisation and the tension this brings with democratic norms; responsibilisation 

narratives; increased inequality; the changing character of the state through privatisation and 

deregulation; the preference among policy-makers for ‘expert rule’; and repression of labour. The 

chapter argues that the main psychological effects that result, and which underpin and define the 

personal experience of neoliberal policy, are declines in political efficacy and increases in 

individualism, the ramifications of which for political engagement are discussed. 

 

Chapter 5 introduces the first part of the primary research of the thesis, outlining the main 

methodological issues and processes utilised in an online survey aimed at exploring the relationships 

between individualism, political efficacy and a variety of types of political engagement, and the 

results of this survey. Chapter 6 presents the methods and results of the qualitative stage of the 

research, a more in-depth interview with participants exploring their political engagement and views. 

Chapter 7 serves as a conclusion, bringing together all the previous chapters of the thesis and making 

final summaries, conclusions and future research recommendations, as well as considering the 

possible futures for youth political engagement and neoliberalism.  

 

  



4 | P a g e  
 

 

1.3 A note on epistemology 

 

This thesis is conducted from a critical realist epistemological position. Roy Bhaskar, along with a 

number of other academics, is one of the key developers of critical realism. Bhaskar distinguishes 

between the ‘real’ (the underlying mechanisms that generate events), the ‘actual’ (events that have 

actually occurred due to these mechanisms) and the ‘empirical’ (the experiences we can observe, 

derived from the actual) – the empirical being our experiences, and clearly a smaller subset of the 

‘real’ underlying mechanisms generating those experiences (Gorski, 2013). Bhaskar argued in 

particular that the divisions of knowledge, between physics, biology, sociology and so on, must to 

some degree reflect reality – “if reality can be successfully studied at a variety of different spatio-

temporal scales, and if the physical and biological sciences are relatively autonomous from one 

another, then this is at least partly because nature is actually organized that way” (Gorski, 2013, 

p.664). There is a social reality that has causal powers, but we can only study it via indirect means 

(i.e. human behaviour) – as Patomaki and Wight (2000, p.223) put it “[Science] aims at identifying 

and illuminating the structures, powers, and tendencies that structure the course of events”. Whilst 

Bhaskar rejects a division between the natural and social sciences, neither does he accept 

reductionism, due to emergence – at new levels of reality, emergent properties generated from the 

“interaction of entities and properties” from the previous level can develop (Gorski, 2013, p.664). In 

particular, for the study of society, this means: “Human agents are bio-psycho-social structures with 

emergent powers of intentionality. Conversely, social structures have agency, an agency that 

transcends and influences the intentions of the individual agents that co-constitute them” (Gorksi, 

2013, p.668). Key here is that the macro can move the micro – social structures have causal power, 

but so does the micro – they can influence each other.  

 

Marsh, Ercan & Furlong (2018) identify three core beliefs of critical realists, the first two of which are 

shared with positivists: a belief that the real world exists independently of the observer, and that 

social phenomena and structures can be said to have causal relationships with each other. They 

argue their third core belief is where critical realists depart from positivists, and that is in not needing 

direct observation of phenomena or the links between them: “There are deep structures that cannot 

be observed and what can be observed may offer a false picture of those phenomena/structures and 

their effects…” (Marsh, Ercan & Furlong, 2018, p. 193). Similarly, Kurki (2007, p.365) in discussing the 

contribution of critical realism to research in international relations, highlights that if “engaging in 

causal explanation” then we must embark on “conceptualisation of the nature of the unobservable 
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structures that lie beneath observable patterns”. Marsh, Ercan & Furlong (2018) give the patriarchy 

as an example of a “deep structure” that itself cannot be directly observed but many of its effects 

can be. They highlight also that in “modern” critical realism, in response to interpretivist critiques, 

there is also an understanding that how these deep structures are perceived and understood can 

affect the outcomes: “structures do not determine, rather, they constrain and facilitate”. How young 

people understand political institutions and the policies and trends born of and ultimately 

neoliberalism itself, is important to consider in determining the role of these structures in youth 

political engagement.  

 

The authors also highlight that the work of Gramsci can be seen as part of the critical realist position. 

In particular, the understanding of neoliberalism presented in this thesis is partly influenced by the 

concept of ‘hegemony’ developed by Gramsci, whereby the dominant ideology in society is not 

necessarily always violently enforced but can become the ‘common sense’ through a capture of 

intellectual and cultural institutions in a society that promulgates a certain set of ideas or values that 

support the ruling ideology. In this thesis, neoliberalism is seen broadly as such a ruling ideology – it 

is dominant in the political understandings of many political parties in the West, especially in the UK, 

it’s assumptions are often unchallenged in the media, and its logics come to dominate more areas of 

life. Gramsci, as a Marxist, specifically views hegemony as “supremacy of one group or class over 

other classes or groups” (Fontana, 2008). Whilst this thesis does not take an explicitly Marxist 

analysis of neoliberalism and so does not often speak explicitly in terms of class conflict, such an 

analysis is not inconsistent with the arguments of this thesis, rather a different framing and focus. At 

times the thesis will refer to how vested interests of the rich, or the capitalist class, will be embodied 

in neoliberal reforms and that undoubtedly plays a significant role in their success – such a line of 

argument however is beyond the age-based focus of this thesis, although the current researcher 

believes more class analysis of youth political engagement would be a very welcome direction in the 

field.  

 

To me, such an understanding speaks to what is often missing in much discussion of political 

engagement – what are the deeper, longer-term structural processes that are going on in society that 

lie behind many of the shorter-term, more directly observable processes? We might know that 

younger people are less drawn to the structures of political parties and trade unions than older 

generations and that they are disillusioned with mainstream politics, but what is driving such 

processes? Various proposals are offered in the literature, ranging from less collectivist-tendencies to 

declining levels of political efficacy (see Chapter 2) but can at least some of these phenomena be 
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linked together in a wider, deeper structural process of change that has occurred over a very clear 

period of decline in voting and other political behaviours of young people? In many ways the core 

argument of this thesis is that yes, they can, and indeed in order to enrich our understanding of what 

is going on with youth political engagement they should. 

 

For the purposes of this thesis, neoliberalism will be understood as such a deep structure that has 

causal power – it is able to influence and shape human thought and behaviour, as well as a host of 

other social structures (such as political institutions, international bodies, universities etc) but it is 

also itself open to influence by human actors, and a host of other phenomenon. There is not a 

directly observable thing called neoliberalism, but various policies, reforms, speeches, economic, 

political and social trends and ultimately changes in psychological traits can be observed and linked 

by positing a deep structure – neoliberalism. It will be the work of chapters 3 and 4 to make this 

linkage – to argue that there are a common set of assumptions/beliefs behind many of these 

phenomena that in turn impact on political engagement, and that it makes sense to call this deep 

structure neoliberalism, and that indeed our understanding is enriched by doing so. In terms of 

research design, Marsh, Ercan & Furlong (2018) highlight that both quantitative and qualitative 

methods are often used in research conducted from a critical realist perspective, which is also the 

case here. The quantitative (in this case here, an online survey) helps us glean what we can of the 

observable phenomena (in this case, levels of political engagement, of individualism and of political 

efficacy, see below) but the qualitative (in this case, interviews with young people) helps us 

understand how these phenomena are perceived and shaped by various actors. All aspects of the 

thesis contain a part of the story then; the earlier chapters contain the arguments for why a deeper 

structure called neoliberalism should be considered and explores the phenomena that constitute it; 

the quantitative section gives us some data on the observable effects of these phenomena on 

political engagement, and the qualitative section gives us an understanding of how all of this is 

perceived by young people, of how this influences and shapes their political engagement.  

 

Critical realism allows for moral statements too, rooted in research: “The social sciences are not 

‘‘value-neutral.’’ They presuppose an axiological commitment to human well-being. Social science 

cannot generate specific directives about how we should order our lives or societies.” (Gorski, 2013, 

p.669). This thesis, then, whilst giving neoliberals space to explain their views in their own words, will 

not approach the impacts of neoliberalism in a value-neutral way – where there is evidence of harm 

to humanity, it will be identified and critiqued, because much rests on researchers being willing to do 

so, and because the evidence demands this. The words of Hannah Arendt, in talking about her 
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ground-breaking work on defining totalitarianism, seem apt here: “… the natural human reaction to 

such conditions is one of anger and indignation because these conditions are against the dignity of 

man. If I describe these conditions without permitting my indignation to interfere, then I have lifted 

this particular phenomenon out of its context in human society and have thereby robbed it of part of 

its nature, deprived it of one of its important inherent qualities” (Arendt, 1953, p. 78). 

 

Such a statement of epistemological positioning would be incomplete without a reflective account. 

This thesis is, or has at least tried to be, one telling of the story of my generation – the wider 

political, economic, social and environmental context to the early years of our lives that has shaped 

our political engagement and views. This means it is also the background, setting and framing of my 

own progression into adulthood, and my own development as a researcher. There were many times 

when theory, research or rhetoric felt familiar, personal, even raw. I saw descriptions of 

psychologies and tendencies that will be explored in depth in the following pages, embodied in 

friends and fellow students, even at times in myself. In many ways, much of the time spent on this 

thesis was also a reflexive project attempting to understand my own personal journey, and the 

macro-influences that have affected my life choices. 

 

Throughout this thesis is a sense of crisis, primarily of British democracy and generational cleavages, 

but one tied up intimately with wider economic and political crises, crises coming particularly to the 

fore during the writing of this work. I was, to some extent, an active if minor participant in these 

events, as a blogger, an activist, an academic and a teacher. One big story of youth turnout 

throughout this thesis is the rise of Jeremy Corbyn and Momentum. I was an active participant in 

these events, joining both Labour and Momentum during my studies (having been previously in the 

Greens) and campaigning for the Labour Party in the 2017 and 2019 general elections, as well as 

regularly being involved in the local party and the Labour society on campus.  

Another crisis was climate change – I became fairly involved with Extinction Rebellion as I worked on 

this thesis, and campaigned alongside many other young people on environmental issues. In 

addition, virtually any member of the British academic community has a complicated relationship 

with neoliberalism, given that higher education has been one of the clearest examples of neoliberal 

reforms introduced by successive governments, but most notably since 2010.  

In short, I’m a socialist and politically strongly reject both the premises and results of neoliberalism. 

It is a project I have a vested interest in disagreeing with. I’m also a young person, active in politics, 

and therefore have a bit of an axe to grind about narratives of ‘apathetic’ youth. All of this will have 

profoundly affected how I approached this topic, how I chose my research framings and questions, 
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the methodology I chose and the conclusions I reached at all stages of the thesis. I’m not Darwin 

disembarking from the Beagle to study a pristine landscape. I am involved in this story, intimately, 

personally and passionately. 

In line with the epistemological approach clarified above, however, this isn’t offered as an admission 

of guilt, rather as an important part of the research process. I have at all times attempted to be fair 

in my judgments and methods, and have provided clear detail on how findings were arrived at – 

stating what framings and assumptions I approached this thesis with aids future researchers in 

understanding my researcher process. In addition, mine is a subjectivity perhaps underrepresented 

in the current literature - as Rheingans & Hollands (2013) argue, youth are often the ‘objects’ in 

research and therefore ‘insider’ accounts can potentially offer new insights. Being an outsider to 

youth politics is a subjectivity too, a predominant one in much social science – a theme we will 

return to time and again throughout this thesis. Having more ‘insider’ accounts can be a strength to 

the field in balancing out this current bias.  

Methodologically, the thesis follows a Sequential Explanatory mixed methods approach. This is in 

essence a two-stage research process where quantitative data is first collected (in this study, survey 

data) and then enriched with a qualitative stage, which in this study is a series of more in-depth 

interviews with young people about their political experiences and views (Ivankova, Creswell & Stick, 

2006). As Ivankova, Creswell & Stick (2006, p. 5) explain the benefits of such an approach: “The 

rationale for this approach is that the quantitative data and their subsequent analysis provide a 

general understanding of the research problem. The qualitative data and their analysis refine and 

explain those statistical results by exploring participants’ views in more depth”. The aim was for the 

interviews to enrich the results from the survey – understanding how individuals perceive politics, 

politicians and political engagement, and how they understood consumerism and market forces to 

better understand the relationships between these concepts found in the survey. Whilst the aim was 

to draw participants directly from the pool of survey respondents, as is usually the case in sequential 

explanatory mixed methods, attempts here failed – this will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 

6.  

 

 

1.4 The perils of political engagement 

 

1.4.1 - The lifeblood of democracy 

Harari (2016) groups ‘real’ things in the universe into three broad categories; those that are 
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objectively real, independent of observers or subjective meaning, such as gravity; those that are 

subjectively real, real because of their existence in your head (such as phantom limb pain) and those 

that are intersubjectively real, such as nation states and religions – things that are real only so long as 

we collectively believe and recognise them to be so, because of something going on in multiple 

minds at the same time. This is the category that any political system falls into – from tribal societies, 

to monarchies to dictatorial tyrants that wield the full apparatus of the modern state, all require 

some form of shared understanding, some means of gaining inter-subjective ‘acceptance’, some 

shared intersubjective state between the people that live under them (even if that is as basic and 

immoral as a fear of the power that said dictator wields). A religious or political system only exists so 

long as there are some shared beliefs amongst the people subject to it – there is no objective, 

physical difference between a king and a peasant, and a monarch is not going to be a king for very 

long if no one else shares the view that he should rule. This is, however, especially true of 

democracies. Not only do they rely on a set of shared understandings like other political systems, 

but, uniquely, they cannot function without an active engagement by large numbers of citizens too. 

The actual physical running of a monarchy can be done by a vanishingly small number of the people 

subject to it, but a democracy requires, by definition, to have large numbers (although not 

necessarily majorities) of the population involved on at least some level in order to exist as a 

democracy. 

The practice of democracy mirrors its emergence. Democracy is not handed down, and nor does it 

arise spontaneously: it is always fought for. The Chartists, the Suffragettes, the civil rights movement, 

the fight for former colonies' self-governance; democracy has always been a struggle, requiring 

active participants. Indeed, in early twenty-first century Britain, it is a fight not fully won: we still 

maintain a constitutional monarchy, an unelected second chamber and there are growing calls for 16 

and 17 year olds to be given the vote. Activist and academic Howard Zinn (2003) understood this, 

and dedicated his life to telling a different sort of history of the human race. Presidents, kings and 

celebrities didn’t really interest him: his focus was on the ordinary people in society, the ‘millions of 

small acts’ by ordinary folk that together shaped and changed history. In his works he highlighted the 

role of striking trade unionists and protesting students and countless others to impart the idea that 

societal change is a constant conversation, informed and shaped by the actions of the many as well 

as the few. Democracy is never static or still – it is constant energy and contestation. The very act of 

us no longer believing in this fight, therefore, diminishes it, and enough of us losing faith destroys it. 

This tells us that political engagement, how we relate with and attempt to shape politics, is crucial.  

This taps into something primal about humans as a species. The great primatologist, Frans De Waal 

(2006), has intimately detailed the ‘politics’ of chimpanzee life, the ever-shifting alliances and 
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retributions amongst our closest evolutionary cousins, built upon their capacity for altruism, 

empathy and a sense of fairness, all of which makes complex social structures and cooperation 

possible. Clearly, De Waal is not arguing that these traits are unique to humans (albeit there is a 

difference of magnitude between us and other animals), but does apply the label ‘politics’ to the 

actions of our closest cousins who wield these capacities.  It is only with the capacity for these 

higher-level cognitive functions that something approaching politics can emerge in a collective – 

indeed, the presence of these abilities perhaps makes a rudimentary form of politics inevitable. Such 

a view goes back at least as far as Aristotle, who viewed humans as ‘naturally’ political, due to their 

capacity for language, which enables us to communicate complex moral thoughts to each other, 

which are vital in forming larger social units. Aristotle saw social life as a natural instinct for humans, 

and important for our survival as we are highly interdependent. For Aristotle, key to the 

developments of humanity was how we develop fully in social contexts, and it was in this social 

context that politics became both possible and necessary.1  

Ultimately, politics is how we try to shape our world, to challenge perceived injustices and control 

our collective destinies. To attempt to understand it is to attempt to understand us, the human race, 

our past, our present and our future.  If there are forces that are diminishing political engagement 

then it goes deeper than disrupting a fairer political system, bad as that charge is – it is denying an 

important aspect of how we express ourselves, an important aspect of human nature. Political 

engagement, citizens engaging in the decisions of their communities and nations, then, is the 

lifeblood of democracy – without it, democracy becomes a husk, an empty shell of hollowed out 

institutions, captured by a small elite. 

And in trouble democracy ‘today’ most certainly is. We will see in the next chapter how engagement 

amongst all age groups with formal political institutions is in serious decline, from voting, to political 

party and trade union engagement to trust and efficacy being worryingly low, albeit with some 

important recent caveats. The social science literature today is awash with investigations into 

‘polarisation’ and ‘populism’, as more extreme candidates across Europe and in the US gain power in 

electoral outcomes that have rocked western democracies, from the decision of the British public to 

vote to leave the EU, to the rise of Donald Trump to the presidency of the United States and a 

number of populist or ‘far-right’ leaders in various parts of central and eastern Europe, notably Viktor 

Orbán in Hungary and Andrzej Duda in Poland. This sits against a backdrop of a slew of 

environmental and social crises, from the 2008 financial crisis still being felt today, to enormous 

 
1 Aristotle discusses these ideas across several of his works, including ‘Politics’, ‘Ethics’ and ‘History of Animals’. 
For a fuller discussion of the concept of the ‘political animal’ across these works see Roberts (1989).  
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wealth inequality, deep divisions in western countries over immigration, the looming threat of 

climate catastrophe and, now, the sweeping threat of Covid-19, a pandemic that has brought many 

societies to a halt and threatens a deep recession in many countries. 

The outcome will, of course, be primarily decided by young people. 18-30 year olds, the age band 

that this thesis focuses on, will soon come to inherit the political institutions that dominate public 

life, even if fewer of them are engaging with them. It will soon be in their hands, as the next crop of 

politicians, community leaders, commentators, and business owners influence what happens about 

these huge, pressing challenges, and how our democracy develops throughout the next few decades, 

at a crucial time for issues such as climate change. As we shall see in the following pages, young 

people are even less likely to engage with a range of traditional democratic practices, but are also 

pioneers in many of the new forms of activism emerging today. As these changes are most 

pronounced in younger generations, those that will be inheriting the political systems in place, it 

becomes especially important to understand these changing trends, to understand how their 

understanding of social, economic and political change is affecting and challenging current political 

practices, and what this might mean for the future of democracy. Sadly, as we shall see, youth 

political participation is often studied narrowly, and in isolation from wider social and historical 

events, leading to the charge of an ‘apathetic’ youth. As in any subject, simplistic narratives confound 

our ability to understand, explain and predict. This thesis aims to play a small role in correcting this 

mistake. 

The particular age range focused on in this thesis is 18-30 year olds, and it is worth discussing why as, 

as we’ll see later in this thesis, the definition of ‘youth’ can be somewhat contentious, and affect the 

conclusions we draw about youth political activity. Pickard (2019) highlights a number of issues with 

the term ‘youth’, attempting to define it and the use of generational analysis – it can lead to negative 

stereotyping (see below regarding the ‘delinquent youth’ narratives that go along with discussions of 

youth political engagement), can risk speaking of young people as a homogenous group when the 

reality is more complex, and many definitions employed in official data sources and legislative 

boundaries can differ widely. To some degree then, it seems any definition of youth will be 

contested, and, to some degree, arbitrary, including the decision to focus on the ages of 18 to 30 

made here. There were, however, a few guiding principles in choosing this age range.  

The aim in this thesis was to roughly map onto the ‘millenial’ generation. There are several suggested 

periods of history in which the birth years of ‘Millenials’ are said to fall between, but most accounts 

seem to suggest around the time of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership in 1979 is a rough start date, 

with potentially 1996, or as far as 2001 and the falling of the Twin Towers as the end date (seen as 
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potentially heralding a new political epoch with the ‘War on Terror’). At one end, for this thesis the 

minimum age of 18 was chosen as it is at this point all political activities in the UK can be undertaken, 

with activities such as voting and standing for office only becoming an option at this age, meaning 

the political engagement of young people over this age can be compared like for like in a way 

younger people’s engagement could not. This means those born in the early 2000’s fall under the 

remit of this study, roughly fitting within the millennial generation, with some overlap at the lower 

age band with the next generation depending on the cut off date for millennials used. 

The upper age limit is trickier. Including all people in the ‘millenial’ range would mean including 

everyone up to the age of 40 in the remit of this study, which felt too broad a definition of ‘youth’, 

(40 seeming to be quite squarely ‘middle-aged’ rather than ‘youth’) so this was brought down to 30. 

Many studies use 18-24 as the definition of youth (as will be discussed at some length in Chapter 2) 

but 24 was felt to be too early a cut off point, too restrictive a definition of youth. Arnett (2007) for 

instance has argued for the recognition of a distinct life stage of ‘emerging adulthood’ that lasts at 

least until 25 (Arnett at times suggests this phase could last into the late 20’s): “Most young people 

now spent the period from their late teens to their mid-20s not settling into long-term adult roles 

but trying out different experiences and gradually making their way toward enduring choices in love 

and work”. Pickard (2019, p.29) also acknowledges that young people are unlikely to be fully 

independent by 24 (although argues that they will “probably have acquired political knowledge, 

values and opinions that shape their political participation” by 24). Many political parties youth 

wings push the definition up towards 30 (Rainsford, 2018), and looking at age-based analysis of the 

2019 general election from the British Election Study (2021), the voting preferences of the two 

lowest age bands (which does go slightly past 30 to 34) are clearly similar to one another and distinct 

from other age groups in their preference for the Labour Party, giving some weight to the idea that 

there is a political reality that unites people at least until their late 20’s, and potentially beyond that 

seems relevant to a discussion of youth political engagement. In short, all groupings based on age 

will be problematic in some ways, but the hope here was to include a slightly wider understanding of 

youth without creating a definition too wide to become meaningless.  

Over the course of this chapter a clearer, more inclusive definition of political engagement will be 

fleshed out, assessing what is wrong with current measures along the way. Then, in Chapter 2, with 

this broader conception of political engagement in mind, the trends in political engagement in the 

UK over the past few decades will be explored, with a particular focus on the engagement of young 

people. Chapter 2 will also explore some of the common explanations for youth political engagement 

(or their perceived lack of), arriving at the focus of this thesis: neoliberalism. 
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1.4.2 - What is 'political engagement'? 

Despite an enormous body of research stretching back decades, few studies into ‘political 

engagement’ spend sufficient time scrutinising the phrase and what we mean by it. Pontes, Henn & 

Griffiths (2018, p.76), in their systematic review of political engagement measures, concluded that 

such measures: “did not appropriately assess the core concept of political engagement, and only 

assessed related concepts (for example, civic engagement) and/or dimensions (such as perceived 

political self-efficacy, and sense of community)”. A basic part of any academic endeavour should be 

establishing clarity in our terms – how can we investigate and debate an issue if we’re not speaking 

the same language? In what sense can we say, as social scientists, that we ‘know’ certain things 

about a phenomenon if none of us are using the same measures to study it? This problem is rooted 

in several recurring issues with the conceptualisation and measurement of political engagement in 

contemporary academia - these can broadly be grouped under three headings: validity, 

quantification and reliability. The first of these is perhaps the most fundamental, but exploring each 

of these briefly in turn will allow us to edge towards a more considered and accurate understanding 

of what exactly political engagement is and how it should be measured, the firmer foundation 

needed for the chapters to come. 

 

1.4.2.1 Validity  

There are a number of problems concerning the validity of political engagement measures. The 

simplest of these is in the options not available – activities and behaviours that are simply not in a 

particular measure. For instance, many surveys might have an option for having attended a meeting 

or a demonstration, but not for having organised one. Yet, even if included, other problems surface: 

surely organising a meeting should be given a higher weighting than simply having turned up to one? 

But how much more of a weighting? (see the next section for a more detailed discussion of this 

issue). There are a number of obvious areas of political activity that are surprisingly rarely 

incorporated into engagement measures, for instance a range of possible trade union activities, such 

as striking, working to contract or engaging an employer in formal negotiations. Perhaps the 

researcher might perceive these as potentially falling under loose definitions such as ‘campaigning’, 

but the respondent might not - and again it certainly hampers the qualitative richness that could 

otherwise be gained. 

Then there is a number of more borderline cases where opinion is likely to be divided on whether 
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they constitute political engagement or not. What about starting a community garden? Or a radical 

reading group? Or a cooperative university? Perhaps these activities could be encompassed in 

options surveys already give (such as ‘campaigning’), but this gives us very little in the way of 

quantitative or qualitative insight into the level of engagement of someone who takes part in one (or 

several) of these activities, and this approach also runs the risk of respondents not identifying their 

behaviour with these vaguer categories. How do those taking part view their actions - political or 

not? Should this matter? One person taking part in a certain activity might well represent political 

engagement, if they do so out of a conception of how it connects to a broader programme or agenda 

of social change, but for someone else, it might just be a bit of gardening.  

A partial solution to this is to ask participants to add any other activities into a questionnaire that 

they deem examples of their political engagement. There could be a section for them to briefly 

explain the action (and why it counts as political, if not immediately obvious), and a section for them 

to detail how often they have carried out this action and how long it took them, in line with some of 

the discussion from above. If recurring themes continually emerge from multiple studies adopting 

this approach, these broad themes could be added as items to the measurement (this should not be 

an excuse for removing the ‘other’ option though). In addition to this, to test how academic 

judgements of political engagement match with participant’s own judgment, when questionnaires 

are conducted interviews should be carried out with some of the participants to find out if they feel 

as if they are politically engaged or not and why. Studying and interviewing emerging activist groups 

could be yet another way of assessing whether current political engagement measures capture a 

sufficiently broad amount of political engagement behaviours to be seen as valid. 

Ultimately, though, the above can only begin to be solved by researchers being clear and explicit in 

what they mean by ‘the political’ – not ad hoc examples of it but what it is in essence. There does not 

need to be an immediate, fast consensus amongst researchers – something as important as this 

should develop through debate and contestation. A number of definitions of ‘politics’ have been 

developed over the years (sadly, not very often by those studying political engagement), but for the 

purposes of this thesis, the orientating factor in regards to the political will be power, and the 

distribution and outcomes of power relations in society - actions aimed at challenging or defending 

these are inherently ‘political’. Leftwich (2015, ix) in his forward for the book ‘What is politics?’ 

argues that whilst there is a diversity of approaches in the collection of a dozen interpretations of 

politics, a common theme is a focus “in particular, on power: its sources and forms; its uses, abuses 

and effects; how – if at all – power is distributed and constrained by norms, by competition, by rules, 

regimes and institutions and by other countervailing sources and centres of power, exercised by and 

through states and governments, private corporations or international organizations.” Closely related 
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is the definition by Hoffman and Graham (2015, xi) who argue that politics is primarily about “conflict 

and its resolution”, about the competing interests within society, and how these issues are resolved, 

or at least mitigated.  

This definition is useful for two reasons. Firstly, because it allows a greater scope of potential political 

expression to be identified than definitions that restrict themselves to purely electoral or elite-

dominated processes, an approach that Fahmy (2006) worries can seek to delegitimise forms of 

protest that occur outside established political processes. This is important because, as we’ll see 

throughout this thesis, from the formation of trade unions, to the fight for basic electoral rights, to 

modern campaigns against some of the biggest threats we face as a species, important political 

action has often taken place not only outside these formal institutions, but at times in direct 

opposition to them. Secondly, whilst allowing for this broader definition to emerge, it still gives us a 

way of distinguishing between the political and the non-political, a mechanism to avoid the term 

slipping into a meaningless sludge of action. To quote the garden example above, gardening can 

become a political act when it signifies something more – when it is tied to developing community 

resources, or tackling climate change, or developing the skills and interest necessary for self-

sufficiency. All of these speak to the distribution of power in society, or at least the outcomes of such 

distributions.2 This gives us a good starting point for broader measures but needs to be developed, 

working with respondents, obtaining rich, qualitative information on their actions and what they 

consider to be political or not about them, and giving more space for this sort of feedback and 

expression in surveys too.  

This deals with perhaps the most serious barrier to understanding political engagement, but there 

are two more dimensions to consider that are particularly relevant to measuring engagement – 

quantification and reliability.  

 

1.4.2.2 Quantification 

Political engagement measures do not often ask how often an individual has taken part in a certain 

activity. One could have been to ten protests but only signed one e-petition, yet both respondents 

would only get a score of ‘1’ if we do not ask about how frequent the activity was. One quick fix is to 

simply ask how many times an individual has carried out each activity, and then factor that into their 

final score. But factoring in frequency only solves half the problem: we’re still left with having to 

factor in the time, effort and ultimately engagement each of these activities requires. It is an issue of 

 
2 For a wider discussion on the politics of gardening, see McKay (2011). 
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equivalence: for instance, how many e-petition signings should one have to complete to equal voting 

once, or attending two political meetings? Rainsford (2017, p. 792), in discussing how to categorise 

political engagement, makes the point well: “For example, voting and active membership in a 

political party are both considered formal political participation. However, following the resource 

model of participation (Brady et al., 1995), we see that these activities require different amounts and 

types of resources and, from that perspective, they are fundamentally different kinds of activities.”  

In short, we need to also ask whether it is always appropriate to give an equal weighting to all 

political activities when considering an individual’s political engagement. Voting can take a lot less 

time and effort than travelling down to London for a protest, yet without considering any sort of 

weighting they could be given equal value in a measurement system. Answering this question will 

also depend on individual circumstances - voting for one individual might be the final act in a long 

process of accumulating knowledge about the parties and the issues prominent in the election, 

whereas for another it might be an act carried out with fairly little thought or prior engagement, 

perhaps choosing to vote simply the way their family or peers advise. Many current measures of 

political engagement fail to capture any data that would help us make these more nuanced 

judgements, let alone a proper, standardised way of then quantifying them. One possible solution 

could be to also ask, alongside whether someone took part in a certain political action, how many 

times they did so, and on average how long such an action took, providing a quantifiable, albeit 

rough, measure of time spent on political actions, as well as type of actions. Even this, however, will 

not be without problems - not all activists will keep track of how much time they spend on a certain 

activity, nor will it always be clear what exactly counts towards time spent on it either.  

Time, however, is not the only relevant criteria for assessing engagement. Risk is relevant too - two 

people could spend the same amount of time on just one action, but the personal risk involved could 

be wildly different. Activism that involves occupations, blocking routes or exposing corruption might 

take the same amount of time as going on a march or attending a local party meeting, but they can 

involve considerably more personal risk to activists involved, suggesting, surely, a higher level of 

devotion to, or engagement with, an issue? The issues detailed in this section are harder problems to 

rectify in political engagement measures, as some sort of ‘hierarchy’ of political actions, the most 

obvious way of tackling the issue, could end up privileging certain forms of engagement over others 

for political reasons, compounding rather than solving current problems in the field. Breaking down 

engagement behaviours into ‘types’ could be one partial way forward, combined with data on 

consistency of action and duration, allowing a more nuanced, richer view of an individual’s 

engagement without resorting to a crude and inevitably subjective ranking of different political 

behaviours.  
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1.4.2.3 Reliability 

There is a complete lack of standardisation in measuring political engagement: rarely do two studies 

use exactly the same measure of political engagement, so in what sense can we be certain that the 

findings from both studies are equally valid? How can we reliably compare findings across different 

studies? As Talo and Mannarini (2015 p.800) argue, “the lack of a unitary framework for reference 

has been inevitably mirrored in the large number of partial, local and ad hoc measurement 

instruments.” This has been highlighted, as an issue, in particular, in youth engagement research. A 

systematic review of political engagement measures by Pontes, Henn and Griffiths (2018, p. 55) 

concluded that: “Emphasising the lack of statistically robust standardised measurement tools that 

empirically assess young people’s political engagement, the available evidence confirms the pressing 

need to adopt a robust psychometric approach to assess political engagement in youth.” Even if 

political engagement measures have slowly been improving, many of the things we think we know 

about political engagement, based on older research, will need to be reviewed. Garcia-Albacete 

(2014), for instance, has called for a systematic review of previous political engagement research, 

due to the poor measurements used. In short, we cannot hold all findings in the field of political 

engagement as equally true, as rarely do they use the same measure. Without standardisation, 

replication and development of knowledge becomes difficult. 

These issues in mind then, this thesis aims to address this shortcoming in the literature in several 

ways. It will: 

• Be clear what defines something as political or not, using the above argument of politics 

being primarily about power relations and their outcomes in society.  

• Review a broader range of political behaviours than is common in political engagement 

discussion and studies, developing a fuller picture of changing trends in youth political 

engagement. 

• Address political engagement from a broader, political, economic and social perspective. 

• Use a broader set of questions to measure political engagement in the primary research, and 

actively seek the input of young people in assessing this scale. 

Above, it was argued that political engagement is vital, essential not just to democracy but to human 

experience itself, that at its core it is a crucial aspect of human expression, identity and nature. It was 

also argued that it is often misunderstood and poorly measured (and in a way that often 

disproportionately negatively impacts perceptions of and responses to young people), bundled into a 
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small handful of institutions and behaviours by theorists and researchers. What hasn’t yet been 

made clear is what is actually going on with youth engagement in the UK today.  

The next chapter therefore explores the historical data in relation to youth political engagement, as 

well as advancing discussion on the theoretical issues raised in this chapter. It examines a wider set 

of political behaviours than is common in many studies and discussions of political engagement. As 

mentioned above, the understanding of what constitutes ‘the political’ that this thesis will be using 

as a basis for including certain behaviours and activities in discussions will be anything that aims at 

commenting on or in some way challenging power relations and distributions in society and the 

effects of these relations and distributions. What we shall see is that over the past forty years, but 

most particularly pronounced since the 1990’s, citizen engagement with traditional political 

institutions – elections, political parties and trade unions – has been in steep decline, and this has 

been most pronounced amongst young people. This is accompanied by a deep sense of 

disillusionment with establishment politics, with how parties, politicians and governments conduct 

themselves and the results they produce. This is a story with two sides, however. Just as youth 

engagement with these bastions of traditional British democracy has been falling away, interest in 

politics, broadly conceived, has been maintained, whilst new, alternative forms of engagement have 

emerged to fill the void. That this has occurred over the same time period as neoliberal politics has 

been on the rise, it will be argued, is no coincidence.  
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Chapter 2 - Youth Political Engagement in Historical Context 

 
2.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter 1 introduced the concept of political engagement and its importance, and discussed some of 

the problems with the current measures of political engagement. This chapter expands that 

discussion by exploring the historic trends in youth political engagement in the UK and a range of 

common explanations for political engagement, or the lack of it. This chapter will group these 

explanations in terms of ‘type’, eventually arguing for an ‘environmental’ analysis that factors in 

broader social, political and economic changes that have occurred over the lifetimes of young people 

when considering explanations for changing patterns in political engagement. More than this, an 

environmental dimension will be offered, which will be the focus of the rest of the thesis: 

neoliberalism. 

 

2.2 Engagement in decline 

 

Whilst there is a significant debate in the literature about whether young people are interested in 

politics and how, if at all, they are expressing this interest (for instance, Fox (2015) - see the below 

section on apathy for a fuller discussion), what is undeniable is the long-term decline in engagement 

with formal political institutions in the UK amongst all age groups but most particularly young 

people. In this section we will, review the statistics behind general, European and local elections and 

referendums in the UK, as well as engagement with trade unions and trust in politicians, political 

parties and the political system as a whole. What follows is unlikely to be comfortable reading for 

anyone involved or invested in ‘mainstream’ British politics.  

 

2.2.1 - Electoral turnout3 

General elections are the most obvious and perhaps most direct form of political engagement in the 

UK, where we have a direct say on who represents us in what is the highest, sovereign decision-

 
3 Parts of this section dealing with the 2017 ‘youthquake’ debate draws on Allsop and Kisby (2019).  
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making body of the land. This also makes general election turnout the most obvious sign of 

increasing disengagement with traditional UK political institutions - UK general election turnout has 

declined from a peak (under universal suffrage) of 83.9% in 1950 to a mere 59.4% in the 2001 re-

election of Tony Blair (Guardian, 2012), only slightly recovering to hover around 66% over the three 

general elections prior to 2017. This general decline has not always been consistent, however. There 

was a period of decline between 1950 and 1970 (a year which saw 72% of the electorate turn out, 

then a new post-war low), followed by a generally turbulent period of rising and falling turnout, 

matching the turbulence in politics more generally (two general elections in 1974, the infamous 

'Winter of Discontent', the rise and rule of one of the most divisive Prime Ministers in the UK’s 

history, Margaret Thatcher, and a wave of trade union activity including the pivotal Miners' Strikes). 

The most dramatic period of decline, one marked by the disappearance of Thatcher and the rise of 

'New Labour' under Tony Blair, then came with a drop of more than a fifth in the space of less than a 

decade between the 1992 general election (77.1%) and the 2001 election (59.4%) (Guardian, 2012). 

Any understanding of changing patterns in voting turnout must be address what happened in these 

years that witnessed such a stark change in turnout. Modest recoveries in turnout since 2001 still 

leave much to be desired compared to the mid-twentieth century highs. 

Election turnout is particularly an issue for younger people, with less than half of 18-24 year olds 

voting in the last three general elections prior to 2015 (Henn and Foard, 2012), significantly less than 

the rest of the adult population. This has become more of an issue in recent years – there was only a 

3% gap between the youngest age bracket and the rest of the population in 1997, compared with a 

disparity of over 20% in 2010 (Henn and Foard, 2012). This widening gap is demonstrated in Figure 

1.1 below. 
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Figure 2.1 - Youth turnout compared to general population (Hoskin, 2015) 

 

Evidence is mixed as to whether this trend changed in the 2017 election, and the debate around this 

has become a key point of contention within the youth political engagement literature. The debate 

itself is ensnared in wider political debates – the apparent age-based difference of opinion towards 

leaving the European Union, and the rise of a more radical Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn were 

the backdrop to debates around whether young people would and were more engaged in the 2017 

general election. Both Yougov (Curtis, 2017) and NME (Britton, 2017) data suggested large rises in 

youth turnout (although even by these figures, youth turnout is still lower than for other age groups). 

This fed the idea of there having been a ‘youthquake’ in the 2017 election, defined by the Oxford 

English Dictionary (2017) as “a significant cultural, political, or social change arising from the actions 

or influence of young people” and that this was a key part of Labour’s better than expected result. 

Then came the British Election Study (BES) (Prosser et al, 2018a). Their data suggests that 18-24-

year-old self-reported turnout in 2015 was 47.4% compared to 48.2% in 2017, and validated turnout 

(where responses are checked against the electoral register) was 48.7% in 2015, compared with 

43.1% in 2017. In short, no rise in youth turnout in 2017. 

The BES study, however, is not without its own problems. As I have summarised elsewhere, Kellner 

challenged the study on the grounds of “the very small number of 18-24 year olds who actually 

participated in the research (just 109 for the 2017 sample), the large confidence intervals (the figures 

between which we can be 95% certain the true value actually lies) this forces on the study, as well as 

the fact that less than 50% of those contacted actually replied to the researchers (were those that 

didn’t reply more likely to have actually voted? We don’t know)” (Allsop, 2018) and Stewart, Clarke, 
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Goodwin, & Whiteley (2018) “also criticises the study on the grounds that a considerable number of 

the constituencies in the survey sample had no young people in them at all,” (Allsop, 2018, emphasis 

not in the original) as well as a number of other criticisms. The BES has replied to some of these 

criticisms – see Prosser et al. (2018c).  

There are other problems. Firstly, Prosser et al. don’t really scrutinise what they mean by ‘youth’, but 

arbitrarily set this to 24 – their own data shows an increase in turnout for 24 – 40 year olds. Sturgis 

and Jennings found when they changed their age grouping from 24 to 25, the increase in turnout for 

2017 estimates became significant (they also, along with Curtice and Simpson (2018) found 

significant rises between 2010 and 2015). Secondly, Prosser et al. reject the impact of the 

concentration of youth votes in certain constituencies, particularly relevant in university towns with 

high concentrations of students. Yet, Stewart et al. (2018) point out that Labour’s odds of winning a 

seat in the 2017 election was correlated to the number of 18 to 29-year-olds in that constituency. 

Third, there is some evidence of how young people were being reached by the Corbyn and 

Momentum campaigns in ways not seen in some time, particularly via social media campaigning (see 

Pickard, 2018; Young, 2018 and (Sloam and Ehsan 2017, p.21-22)), suggestive of a considerable 

change in engagement with a mainstream political party. Fourth, there were other signs of increased 

engagement, such as rises in voter registration amongst young people (BBC, 2017b; Scott, 2017) and 

increases in reported likelihood to vote amongst young people (Sloam and Ehsan, 2017, p.11)). 

Finally, and perhaps most crucially, the BES study only looks at voter turnout – using only voting as a 

metric to dismiss the notion of a youthquake is premature – a youthquake in this context is about a 

wider reengagement with politics, bigger than just voting (see Allsop and Kisby, 2019, for a fuller 

review of the youthquake issue). 

It seems clear from the current evidence that, using a broader definition of ‘youth’, turnout among 

young people increased in 2017. Moreover, the evidence is not yet there to dismiss this for 18-24 

year olds specifically, and that Labour had some success in engaging younger people in the political 

process in a way not seen for some time, if ever. The debate over the 2017 youthquake, however, 

highlights the issue of conceptualising political engagement in practice. The definitions we use about 

engagement can drastically change how we view young people and the role they play in the political 

process.  

The 2019 general election was called primarily to settle the deadlock of Brexit in the House of 

Commons, with the House struggling to agree on a path forward. Brexit featured prominently in the 

election, but the old issues of a more radical Labour Party under still-leader Jeremy Corbyn and many 

of the controversies around his leadership featured too. Indeed, the party went further than the 
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2017 manifesto in a number of areas of policy, including a Green New Deal (Labour Party, 2019).  

Turnout across all age groups in the 2019 UK general election was 67.3% (Commons Library, 2020), 

not noticeably different from 2017. Figures by age are not yet readily available at the time of writing 

– the election being followed immediately by Christmas, and then not long after that a global 

pandemic is likely to blame. What little evidence there is, however, suggests considerably lower 

turnout for younger people than older. Whilst an imperfect measure, taking the average age of 

residents in a constituency can enable us to look at the differences in turnout between ‘older’ and 

‘younger’ constituencies: “Among the ‘oldest’ 65 constituencies, individual constituency turnouts 

ranged between 61% and 78%, and among the ‘youngest’ 65 constituencies turnouts ranged 

between 53% and 77%” (Commons Library, 2020). This is, of course, the correlation without proof of 

causation argument Prosser et al warned against in their paper into the 2017 election, so cannot be 

relied upon on its own. Ipsos Mori’s (2019) pre-election survey also suggested a low turnout amongst 

18-24 year olds of 47% (rising to 55% for 25-34 year olds), although this measures voting intention, 

rather than actual turnout, so again is an imperfect measure. In short, it is too early to tell what the 

turnout for younger people was in the 2019 general election, although it seems unlikely a large rise 

occurred.  

If we accept, for a moment, that turnout did increase in 2017 for young people, where does this 

leave us in explaining the declines of previous years? This is a question that will be explored in more 

detail in Chapter 3, but the role of the Corbyn movement in changing both the policy but also the 

practice and culture of New Labour politics, away from a more ‘neoliberalised’ political party, cannot 

be overlooked, an important caveat being that one election cannot yet override the broad trends 

described above, particularly when the 2019 results are taken into account. We will return to this 

question several times throughout the thesis. 

Potentially trend-bucking 2017 aside, however, decline in general turnout for elections is a story 

being repeated in many other western democracies. The data collected by the International Institute 

for Democracy and Electoral Assistance evidences a decline in voter turnout across “established 

European democracies” beginning in the 1970’s, continuing through the 80’s and accelerating in the 

90’s and early 2000’s (Solijonov, 2016). Their data also suggests that global average voter turnout 

began to decline in the mid-1980’s after a relatively stable post-war period. Whilst seemingly a global 

phenomenon then, it is a particularly acute problem in the UK - Briggs (2016, drawing on data from 

Fieldhouse, Tranmer and Russell, 2007; p.804) shows how Britain is in the bottom five of the (then) 

EU15 countries for youth turnout, and top five for “youth turnout disparity with the rest of the 

population” (joint 5th with Greece). 
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It is not just national elections that seem to be in trouble either. For the European Union 

Parliamentary elections, the average turnout across all EU member states has dropped from 62% in 

1979 to a low of42.6% in the 2014 election, (a loss of almost a third), with the steepest decline again 

occurring in the 1990’s. This has risen in the latest election to 50.8% in 2019. Interestingly, from the 

late 70’s until the early 90’s, UK turnout in these elections actually rose (albeit only slightly). After 

this, however, the same, steep, decline experienced in other EU countries is evident once more: 

turnout dropped by 12 percentage points in the 1999 election. A relatively high turnout then 

followed, with 38.5% in 2004, followed by minor fluctuations since, resting on 37% in 2019 (UK 

Political Info, 2019), considerably lower than the EU average that year. Local election turnout is 

suffering too, although it is a franchise that has never seemed to particularly enthuse the British 

public – the Guardian’s summary of historical data shows that local election turnout never reached 

more than 45% outside of a general election year between 1980 and 2012 (Guardian, 2012).  

It is harder to discern a clear pattern of engagement with referendums in the UK, partly due to them 

being rarer occurrences than regular elections, and the ones that have been held often being 

constituted of different electorates. The ‘AV referendum’ of 2011 that posed the question of electoral 

reform in the UK and was voted on by the electorate of all four UK home nations (England, Wales, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland) only garnered a 42.2% turnout, worse than any general election on 

record (Bowler & Donovan, 2013), and the Welsh devolution referendum in 1997 achieved a mere 

50% turnout (BBC, 1997). However, the Scottish Independence vote in September 2014 on whether 

to remain part of the United Kingdom saw an 84.6% turnout (with 80% turnout amongst newly 

enfranchised 16-17 year olds) (BBC News, 2014) and the historic Good Friday Agreement referendum 

in Northern Ireland in 1998 achieved an 81% turnout (Whyte, 2001). The most recent referendum in 

June 2016 on Britain’s membership of the European Union secured a 72% turnout (Electoral 

Commission, 2017).  

 

2.2.2 - Party membership and affiliation 

Voter turnout is not the only sign of growing disillusionment with Westminster. The three major UK 

political parties – Conservative, Labour and the Liberal Democrats (formed out of a merger of the 

SDP and the Liberal Party in 1988) - have all witnessed a decline in their memberships, starting in the 

early 1950’s (Audickas, Dempsey & Keen, 2018). This happened at different times and in different 

ways for these parties. The membership of the Conservative Party, which started out from a much 

higher number of members than either of the other parties, has dropped from a height of close to 3 

million to about 180,000 members according to House of Commons estimates (Audickas, Dempsey & 
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Loft, 2019, p.4), with the steepest periods of decline occurring in the 50’s and early 90’s. The Labour 

Party, however, only had a million members at its height, and whilst its decline started in the early 

50’s as did the, it was a much slower, more gradual fall than that of their counterparts. The party 

membership’s steep decline came in the late 1970’s, then membership stayed relatively unchanged 

until a small rise in the mid-90’s, followed by a slow decline since. The Liberal Democrats (and 

predecessor parties) have had a slow, steady decline since the early 60’s, starting out from a height 

of around a quarter of a million members  

 

Figure 2.2- Historic membership of UK political parties (Audickas, Dempsey & Loft, 2019, p.7). Vertical axis in thousands of 
members. 

 

Loyal voters are becoming rarer in the British electorate too. Voters switching their voting preference 

(described as ‘volatility’ in the literature) “has risen from around 15% in the 1960’s and 1970’s to 

43% in 2015” (BBC, 2017). Party identification has declined too, with those who reported feeling 

'very strong' or 'fairly strong' identification with a political party dropped from 44% in 1987 to 35% in 

2018, with those with no identification at all rising from 26% to 39% over the same time period 

(Curtice et al., 2019, p. 191). This suggests that the blocks of voters the main parties were once able 

to rely on are shrinking, as identification with political parties weakens. Whilst perhaps not great 

news for the main political parties, it isn’t necessarily bad news for democracy: people switching 

their vote choice between elections suggests some level of engagement with issues and scrutiny of 
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the parties on offer, rather than dogmatic or emotional adherence to a party come what may, a good 

sign for active, participative democracy.  

Trends in recent years, however, have complicated the narrative of a simple decline, with fringe and 

nationalist parties such as the Greens, UKIP and the Scottish National Party (SNP) experiencing 

membership surges in the early 2010’s (Audickas, Dempsey & Loft, 2019) (although in the case of 

UKIP this seems to have been short-lived, with a subsequent decline in membership again in the 

latter half of the decade). Even the larger parties have seen a rise in membership, such as the surge 

in Labour members joining since 2014 (Audickas, Dempsey & Loft, 2019), rising from a low of below 

200,000 in the late 2000's to 485,000 by latest estimates. The Liberal Democrats too have seen a 

bump in members from a low of 44,000 in 2014 to 115,000 in August 2019 (Audickas, Dempsey & 

Loft, 2019). The Scottish National Party actually has a larger membership than the Lib Dems with 

125,000 members, as of December 2018 (Audickas, Dempsey & Loft, 2019). Parliament’s briefing 

website (Audickas, Dempsey & Loft, 2019, p.17) claims that: “Membership of the Conservative, 

Labour and the Liberal Democrat parties has increased to around 1.7% of the electorate in 2019, 

compared to a historic low of 0.8% in 2013.”4 

Whether these membership surges are a temporary divergence from historical trends, or the 

beginning of a re-engagement with political parties, it is too early to tell, but it is worth noting that 

even when taking these rises into account, current party membership levels still pale in comparison 

to their heights in the early 1950’s. Most of the preceding two sections are evidence of ‘de-

alignment’- the phenomenon in democratic societies of increased electoral volatility, declining voter 

turnout and the rising vote share of newer, smaller parties due to voters no longer identifying as 

strongly with the main two parties. There is some evidence of an emerging counter-trend to this in 

the 2017 election, which saw the two main parties receive the largest share of the vote between 

them that they have had in decades, but this does not on its own offer enough to counter a clear 

trend over the second half of the twentieth century. Indeed, the vote share of the Labour Party 

declined by 7.8% in 2019, with the Liberal Democrats, the Brexit Party and the Greens and the SNP 

all increasing their vote share (BBC News, 2019).   

For young people specifically, the latest data available (Bale, Webb & Poletti, 2020) highlights that 

18-25 year old’s make up a very small percentage of the major UK party’s overall membership figures 

– just 6% in 2017, actually down from 10% in 2015 (with 26-35 year olds accounting for a further 

 
4 Two caveats are important when considering the historical figures - firstly, party membership was generally 
much lower (although rising) prior to World War 2 and rose sharply just after the war to achieve their historic 
heights. It is also possible that party membership figures may have been exaggerated or measured inaccurately 
in various earlier time periods, as these estimates often rely on figures reported by the parties themselves. 
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12%). Whilst the average age for all parties listed is over 50, some differences do emerge when 

looking at each age group. In 2017, 18 -25 year olds made up 9% (the highest percentage of the main 

parties) of the Green Party (interestingly down from 18% 2 years earlier, possibly due to losses to the 

Labour Party) compared to 3% of UKIP members (the lowest of the main parties). The contrast is not 

nearly as sharp as one might be led to believe considering some of the rhetoric around young people 

joining the Labour Party under Corbyn. There are, however, two caveats to this. Firstly, when 

considering the next age group up, 26-35 year olds, the differences widen considerably, between 

21% for the Greens (the highest) and still just 3% for UKIP (still the lowest), although the difference 

between Labour (12%) and Conservatives (10%) is still narrow. Secondly, whilst the number of 18-25 

year olds actually declined as a percentage during these years for the Labour Party, given that the 

membership went up considerably during this time, this still does mean that a number of young 

people joined the party in that time period, just not at the same rate as other age groups. This is 

detailed in Table 2.1 below. 

 

  

Table 2.1 

Membership of the major UK political parties, by age (Bale, Webb & Poletti, 2020, p.35). 
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2.2.3 - Political trust and efficacy 

Trust is a multi-faceted phenomenon. You can trust someone, but to do what? The results and trends 

in the area of political trust can depend to some degree on how the question is framed. For instance, 

when asked whether we trust certain groups to ‘tell the truth’, Skinner (2016) in reporting polling by 

Ipsos MORI, found that journalists, government ministers and ‘politicians generally’ were trusted by 

a quarter or less of the population. They also found that trust in trade union officials, civil servants 

and ‘the man/woman in the street’ has risen since 1983, whereas for government ministers, 

politicians and journalists, there has been hardly any change, suggesting that whilst trust is low in 

politicians, this is not a particularly new problem. Interestingly, Generation Y (those born 1980-2000) 

are more trusting than any other generation of business leaders, government ministers, and civil 

servants and are tied with the pre-war generation in being the most trusting group when it comes to 

bankers, but are however less trusting of  ‘the man/woman in the street’ (56%, 12% behind 

Generation X, the next lowest). However, it should be noted that trust in this category is actually 

rising in all age groups, and young people still have more trust in this category than for a lot of other 

groups. Government ministers and ‘politicians generally’ were the two least trusted groups.  

Interestingly, nuances emerge when individuals are given the more detailed options of whether they 

think politicians tell the truth almost all of the time, about half, or not very often. Research by 

Skinner, Pedley & Garret (2020) in June 2020, found that whilst only 19% felt that MP’s generally told 

the truth almost all of the time, a further 36% felt that they told it half of the time (whether this can 

be described as a trusting attitude towards politicians is another question). Both of these represent 

rises from 11% and 26% respectively in October 2019. Even more interestingly, when asked 

specifically about their local MP, those answering ‘almost all of the time’ rises to 32% in June 2020 

from 22% the previous October, an interesting early piece of research into how Covid-19 may have 

effected citizens’ perceptions of politicians (Skinner, Pedley & Garret, 2020)5.  

Similar findings are echoed in other measures. The Edelman Trust Barometer (2019) describes trust 

in four main institutions (media, government, business and NGO’s) as globally ‘in crisis’. Their data 

shows that for a majority of countries in the western world more than half of their ‘general’ 

populations (distinguished from ‘informed public’) distrust both their media and their governments, 

with the UK amongst them. For their 2020 report in the UK, they found only 36% of the British public 

trusted the government. In particular, they mark a distinction, based primarily on educational 

attainment, between the ‘informed public’ and the ‘mass population’, where the informed group 

 
5 This could, of course have been caused by many factors but it certainly seems possible covid could have 
something to do with it. 
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have much higher levels of trust in these institutions – in 2020, trust in government was 12% higher 

in the ‘informed public’ (Edelman Trust, 2020, p.8). In addition, Whiteley (2012, p.53), presenting 

British Election Study data, reports that people are much less likely to see the two main UK parties as 

capable, less likely to view them as likely to keep their promises and less likely to see them as 

trustworthy in 2005 than they were in 1974.  

Another form of measuring trust again conjures up a slightly different picture.  As the British Social 

Attitudes Survey (Park et al., 2013, p. xiv) – the latest BSA report that looks at political trust in such 

detail) reports: “Back in 1986, only 38 per cent said that they trusted governments to place the 

needs of the nation above the interests of their own political party. By 2000, this had more than 

halved to just 16 per cent. After rising somewhat, it returned to a similar low in the immediate wake 

of the MPs' expenses scandal of 2009 and, at 18 per cent, the latest figure is only a little better.” The 

report, however, has an important caveat worth considering for any research into trust in political 

institutions, warning against assuming changing trends in political trust “are simply the result of 

some inevitable process of individualisation. In fact, many are more likely to reflect the ways in which 

changing debates, controversies and events can influence the public mood.” (Park et al, 2013, p.xvi). 

This highlights that the timing of the questioning in relation to key political events may impact the 

answers received. It is also important to note that lack of trust in politicians or political parties may 

not necessarily signal a lack of engagement with them – a certain degree of distrust in a democracy 

could be a useful means of holding elected officials to account, or could signal that someone is 

engaged enough to have found reasons to distrust politicians. Of course it is also possible that the 

distrust of politicians isn’t based on anything in particular, and stems from a generally pessimistic 

outlook – the point is that distrust itself cannot automatically be equated with disengagement 

(Fahmy, 2006, has also made this point specifically in relation to young people). The report also 

found trust in a variety of other institutions has declined since the mid-1980’s, including the press, 

banks, the police and even the BBC, but that the public are also now less likely to say that they have 

‘no say in what the government does’ than in the 1990’s. Their latest report finds that social trust, 

our trust in each other, is as high as ever (echoing the Ipsos MORI findings above of rising social 

trust), but sharply divided between more trusting highly educated individuals and less trusting, less 

educated people, mirroring the Edelman Trust findings (Phillips et al., 2018).  

The 2019 Hansard audit of political engagement shows that “the proportion of people who think that 

if people like themselves get involved in politics they can change the way the country is run” equals 

just 31% (Blackwell, Fowler and Fox, 2019). Less than a third of the country believes they can make a 

positive impact through engagement with politics. Indeed, those who strongly disagree with the 

statement “has jumped 6 points in a year to 18%, the highest level in the history of the Audit” (down 
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5% since the first audit in 2003) and “At the local level, the number of those feeling they have no 

influence at all (42%) is also an Audit record. At the national and local levels, the numbers of those 

feeling they have no influence at all have jumped by seven and nine points in a year, respectively.” 

This has the potential to keep people away from the voting booths too. Believing that their vote 

‘wouldn’t make a difference’ was the biggest reason for voters staying away from the polls in 2010 

(Survation, 2010). 

But what about young people specifically? Political efficacy is a closely related concept to political 

trust (see Chapter 4 for a fuller discussion). In short, it refers to our having confidence in our ability 

to engage in politics, as well as our faith in the responsiveness of the political system. Low levels of 

external political efficacy being a particular issue for young people has been found in numerous 

academic studies. Henn and Foard (2012) found deep scepticism of both politicians and political 

parties amongst the young people they sampled as well as a lack of confidence in their own political 

knowledge. The researchers also found that there seems to be a general recognition of the value of 

democracy and elections in particular, but a scepticism about what is implemented or done after the 

elections. They are an important opportunity to speak to politicians and hold them to account, but 

do they actually listen? Crucially, Henn and Foard (2012, p.10) also argue that, contrary to the 

‘apathetic youth’ narrative, young people appear rather to be “serious and discerning (sceptical) 

observer-participants of the electoral process, rather than merely uninterested and apathetic 

onlookers”. A subsequent study of theirs found low levels of internal political efficacy in young 

people (Henn and Foard, 2014) and Furlong & Cartmel (2011) found very low levels of trust in 

parliament, politicians and political parties (as well as bankers), albeit with no significant differences 

between generations. In a useful summary, Mycock and Tonge (2012, p.2) report that “A number of 

influential reports have concluded that many young people feel they are uniquely isolated or even 

excluded from a self-serving political system which is reluctant to acknowledge its own limitations”. 

In short, it appears trust in a variety of political institutions and in each other is depressingly low, 

although evidence seems mixed as to how much of a new phenomenon this is. This mixed view 

might be coming from the fact that many trust measures, as indicated, ask subtly different questions 

concerning trust (small changes to question wording has been shown to result in disproportionately 

different results). Either way, the pattern is clear. There are deep levels of distrust in politicians, 

political parties and the political system in the UK, including amongst young people, and by some 

measures this is getting more pronounced. 
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2.2.4 - Trade unions’ activity 

Trade union activity, since their earliest forms in the early 19th century, has followed many ups and 

downs, in terms of membership, direct action and their relationship with the state. Trade union 

membership followed a different trajectory to political party membership, continuing to rise until the 

late 1970’s, with a height of 13 million in 1979. This then entered a period of steep decline, sitting at 

around 6.2 million in 2017 (accounting for 23.2% of UK employees), with the sharpest decline 

occurring throughout the 80’s and early ‘90’s (DBEIS, 2018). This is detailed in Figure 2.3 below. This 

general figure masks a sharp difference between private and public sector, with 51.8% of public 

sector employees being unionised, but only 13.5% of private sector employees being so (we will 

return to this point in Chapter 4). Membership in unions is not the only way to measure the 

engagement with union activity, however. Just as union membership was declining, days lost to strike 

action in the UK were skyrocketing in the 1970’s and 1980’s, but becoming clearly considerably less 

common in more recent decades (ONS, 2019). 

This general decline masks a differentiation based on age too. Union membership rates dropped for 

all ages under 50 between 1995 and 2017 but increased for those aged over 50 and, indeed, 16-24 

year olds are considerably less likely to be in a union than any other age group (likely due at least in 

part to higher numbers of young people now entering higher education) (DBEIS, 2018). In 2017, just 

7.8% of 16-24 year old’s were members of a trade union. 
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Trade unions are not the only unions that young people have access to. Student’ Unions (SU’s) are 

representative organisations, representing students in their respective Further Education college or 

Higher Education university. Over the past few decades they have come to take on many roles, from 

commercial service providers (with many running bars, cafes, shops and nightclubs), to leisure 

providers (providing a space for students to organise interest societies and sports) and the classic 

union representative and campaigning functions. Most unions operate an ‘opt-out’ style of 

membership, whereby students enrolling at their educational institute will be automatically enrolled 

as a member of their SU, and will remain so unless they request to leave. In practice, then, this 

means that the vast majority of students at college and university are members of their SU, whether 

they actively engage with them or not. 

These organisations then, at least potentially, offer young people a huge opportunity for engagement 

in a variety of political activities, but are rarely asked about by researchers studying political 

engagement. Perhaps unsurprisingly then, figures on engagement with SU’s are harder to come by 

than for trade unions, but the National Union of Students’ (the representative body of all affiliated 

SU’s) figures give us a little insight into young people’s engagement with their unions. They found 

that Students’ Unions across the UK had an average voter turnout of 17.83% (in their full-time officer 

elections) and an average of 26 candidates standing for election (for anywhere between three and 

eight positions, depending on the democratic structures of the union in question). This places SU’s 

considerably below even the lowest of turnouts in local, European or general elections, and below 

the national average of trade union membership too. These comparisons should not be overblown, 

Figure 2.3 - Historical trade union membership (DBEIS, 2018) 
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however. Firstly, as noted above, most students do not actively sign up to be a member of their 

union. Whilst technically members, their engagement with their SU cannot be treated comparatively 

with the engagement of signed up trade union members. Secondly, voting in formal elections in a 

Students’ Union is only one of many ways a student can engage with their union. They can get 

involved in committees, become a course rep, engage in societies and sports and take part in 

campaigns and other activities too. Not voting in one set of elections, much like in wider society, 

should not be seen as evidence of no engagement at all. 

 

 

2.3 New forms of engagement? 

 

The evidence is relatively clear that traditional forms of engagement with major UK political 

institutions is in long-term decline, although this narrative is complicated by some important recent 

caveats, namely, the surge in membership of the Labour Party, the higher vote share for the two 

main parties in the 2017 general election and the contested issue of the 2017 ‘youthquake’. For some 

analyses, the story stops there. The general public, and particularly young people, are engaging and 

therefore interested in politics less. There are, however, a wider, more ‘informal’, set of activities not 

included above that this section shall explore. Finding detailed information on many of these types of 

engagement is more problematic (which tells us something both about the nature of these activities 

but also the priorities of those capturing data on political engagement), let alone tracking changes 

over large periods of time. Still, this section shall review what limited evidence there is on these sorts 

of activities.  

 

 

2.3.1 Demonstrations and direct action 

The period of decline in formal political participation has certainly not been without protest and 

direct action. The late 1990’s to early 2000’s saw the rise of what has been dubbed the ‘Anti-

globalisation’ movement. This followed the infamous Battle in Seattle in 1999, where protesters from 

across civil society (trade unionists, animal rights activists, NGO’s) met to protest at the latest round 

of World Trade Organisation talks. Whilst there were a diverse range of actors all with their own 

motives for protesting, Allen (2002) categorises the struggles into three broad battle lines: corporate 

power vs economic democracy, commodification vs public services and financial freedom vs 

regulation. The protests were successful in their immediate goals – shutting down the WTO 
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conference (and general condemnation of the harsh police tactics witnessed by the mass media), but 

opinion remains divided on their longer-term goals. One argument from Klein (2009) is that it 

launched a wider movement and helped form of a coalition of interests against global financial 

capital.6 A number of movements could be seen as direct or at least ‘spiritual’ precursors or followers 

to the Battle of Seattle, including; the Reclaim the Streets movement in the UK, the Zapatista’s 

movement and succession in Mexico; the MAI protests; World Forum protests- 1997; A16- 2000; the 

Genoa protests in 2001 and Toronto, 2010. 

The ‘Occupy’ movement is a more recent phenomenon with some ideological and strategic 

similarities to the anti-globalisation protests over the previous decade. Occupy, as the name 

suggests, involved activists taking over physical spaces and refusing to leave until certain political 

demands were met. There was a sharp increase in these protests the world over (‘Occupy Wall 

Street’ in the US being perhaps the most famous) between the years 2008-2012. Occupy Wall Street 

was described by Pickerill and Krinsky (2012, p.279) as being brought about by “a tipping point in 

which the unfairness of bank bailouts juxtaposed against rising personal poverty triggered a moment 

of clarity of the absurdity of the current economic and political system”. In the UK specifically, there 

were several Occupy groups, including Occupy London where protestors set up a number of campus, 

most prominently one outside St Paul’s Cathedral and another in Finsbury Square, with several other 

less prominent sites following later (Matthews, 2018). The occupation of these sites lasted between 

1 and 6 months, depending on the site. The frequency of such protests declined over subsequent 

years, however (Vasi and Suh, 2013) and is now largely extinct.  

Young people have often played a prominent role in these protests, although exact participation 

figures are difficult to come by. There have been a number of protest movements directly targeting 

youth issues, or led by young people, over the past decade, however. The tripling of tuition fees by 

the new Coalition government in 2010 saw huge student protests and even occupations, marking a 

high point in radical student activism over the past few decades. In 2018, when a wave of industrial 

action hit university campuses across the country in the University and College Union (UCU) dispute 

with Universities UK over the USS pension scheme, there was a near-unprecedented level of student-

staff solidarity shown during the strikes, with more than 20 universities also seeing student 

occupations, and many more seeing students out on the picket lines with their staff. This represented 

a level of student activism not seen since the 2010 introduction of tuition fees. All of this has been 

over an issue that would not obviously have mobilised students. The recent wave of protests by 

 
6 To delve further into whether these protests and the ones that followed were really ‘anti-globalisation’, as 
they have been dubbed, or rather ‘anti-capitalist’, see Ghemawat & Altmanrgue (2017), who argue that many 
of the grievances protestors highlighted were actually rooted in domestic policy. 
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striking schoolchildren over inaction on climate change is another example of young people clearly 

showing an interest in, and commitment to, political issues but expressing their views on them in 

ways not reliant on formal political institutions. This also follows a series of notable campaigns across 

UK university campuses centred around fossil free activism (see People & Planet, 2020 for more 

details). 

Winlow et al. (2015) argue that we are (or were) in a time of a deeply depoliticised working class, 

overwhelmed by capitalism and poorly mobilised by a ‘liberal Left’ that has left systemic change and 

challenges to capital broadly off the agenda after the ‘cultural turn’ of the 1960’s. In their chapter on 

the 2011 riots sparked by the death of Mark Duggan at the hands of London police, criticising left-

wing academics who they believe have injected their own political desires into the protests to give 

them broader or more overtly political meaning than they have, Winlow et al. (2015) instead 

describe the riots as “a kind of desperate, existential scream, issued by the excluded, that demanded 

nothing more than attention and recognition” (p.138-9, emphasis in the original). They argue that 

cynicism, both towards political elites/institutions and about the viability of alternatives, as well as 

the internalisation of capitalist/consumerist values and the lack of ability to identify a root cause of 

their frustration, contributed to this undirected howl of anger, rather than a more viable political 

project of protest. 

Clearly, then, a current of protest has been kept alive whilst formal electoral participation has been 

declining, but how does the level of demonstrations match up to previous decades? Ortiz et al. 

(2013) found that “…analysis of 843 events reflects an increasing number of protests, from 2006 (59 

protest events) to mid- 2013 (112 protest events in only half a year).” The authors of the report 

attempt to categorise the ‘grievances’ behind the protests too and find that the two largest causes of 

protest in their sample were ‘Economic Justice/anti-austerity’ and ‘Failure of Political Representation 

and Political Systems’ (Ortiz et al., 2013). However, even if the number of protests is up, this does not 

necessarily mean the percentage of the population engaging in them is. Whiteley (2012, p.39), 

examining European Social Survey data, found that between 1984 and 2002, the percentage of the 

electorate who reported having engaged in demonstrations dropped from 6% to 4%. 

Grasso (2014), utilising European Values Survey data, found that, whilst younger generations are less 

likely to be members of political parties than older generations, they are also less likely to engage 

with social movement organisations, protesting, or even petition signing. In short, younger 

generations are less likely to engage in all forms of political activity measured, rather than there 

being a clear split in how they engaged compared to older generations based on activity. Sloam and 

Henn (2019, p.18), however, presenting findings from the World Values Survey, show that over 70% 
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of 18-24 year olds took part in either a boycott, a petition signing or a protest, double the figure that 

engaged in some sort of electoral participation (voting or being a party member) in the years 2005-

2009. For the population as a whole in the UK, this has doubled since the 1970’s (Inglehart and 

Welzel, 2005). They argue (p.30), drawing on Inglehart’s ‘postmaterialist’ thesis discussed above 

“that young postmaterialists are more interested in non-institutionalized and extra-parliamentary 

forms of action than materialist youth… young postmaterialists are attracted to political action that 

accords with their individuated life-styles and which they consider to be more expressive, less 

hierarchical, more flexible and ultimately more effective”. They estimate that this ‘postmaterialist’ or 

‘cosmopolitan left’ group of young people, frustrated by recent UK austerity and therefore in favour 

of a more traditionally left programme of state intervention and redistribution, as well as holding 

socially liberal values, could account for roughly 43% of UK 18-29 year olds. These could be described 

as ‘actively frustrated’ – Sloam and Henn (2018, p.36) suggest this group is characterised by “a 

general dissatisfaction with the practice of democratic politics and a deep antipathy towards the 

political class”, but seem willing to use alternative means to address political grievances.  

At least part of the problem in these conflicting conclusions about the nature of youth political 

engagement is that researchers are using different measures – Sloam and Henn looked at boycotting 

instead of the ‘social movement involvement’ of Grasso (2014), for instance, and there are many 

other activities neither were able to include in their analyses.7 In summary, it seems from Sloam and 

Henn’s data that there is at least a cohort of young UK citizens that are more inclined towards single 

issue campaigning and direct action, driven partly by frustration with formal political institutions, but 

evidence appears mixed on first, what actions exactly constitute this trend and second, how 

prevalent an increase in these sorts of actions is amongst young people. 

 

2.3.2 - Social media activism 

Social media has been utilised in a wide variety of political mobilisations, from the financial crisis of 

2008, Occupy, European anti-austerity campaigns, the ‘Velvet Revolution’ in Spain and the Arab 

Spring (Mason, 2013). However, academic opinion remains deeply divided on the role social media is 

actually playing in intervening in the political process. In a previous work, I characterise these 

divisions roughly as follows: “The field is roughly marshalled into three camps; the ‘slacktivists’ that 

 
7 It is also worth noting that Sloam and Henn recognise that there are differing strands to youth engagement, 
choosing to focus primarily in their book on ‘young cosmopolitans’, but accepting that engagement looks 
different to other groups of young people. The data they draw on does, however, suggest increased 
engagement in informal activities for young people on average. 
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see social media as encouraging relatively ineffectual actions that supplant, rather than supplement, 

more traditional forms of activism; the ‘paradigm shift’ crowd that see social media as empowering 

individuals and communities and challenging existing power structures in society in new ways and 

finally the ‘facilitating’ crowd that view social media as embedded in and complementary to other 

forms of activism, rather than being fundamentally new or separate.” (Allsop, 2016, p.1). 

Bennett (2003), in an early essay on the topic, suggests that: “it seems that the ease of creating vast 

webs of politics enables global activist networks to finesse difficult problems of collective identity 

that often impede the growth of movements....Perhaps the next step is… boundaries of different 

issues… become more permeable, enabling ordinary citizens to join campaigns, protests, and virtual 

communities with few ideological or partisan divisions”. Others (Lievrouw, 2011; Gainous and 

Wagner, 2014) have argued that social media opens up new avenues of political communication and 

discussion and challenges the dominant position of mainstream media outlets in framing the political 

narrative. Lewis, Gray & Meierhenrich (2014), however, have found little relation between those 

‘liking’ social media pages and posts and then going on to give their time or money to the campaigns, 

suggesting social media does not connect well to wider political engagement. 

Kristofferson, White and Peloza (2014) found that motivation made a big difference. Those who 

engaged in social media activism to remain consistent with their own internal values tended to 

engage in other sorts of activism too, whereas those who did it out of a desire to send social signals, 

less so. Valenzuela (2013) suggests that what matters is how social media is used. Using social media 

for political expression mediates the relationship between usage and attending protests. He 

therefore concludes that social media is a potential ‘tool’ for political activism. There is also some 

evidence from elections in both Brazil (Breuer and Farooq, 2012) and the Czech Republic (Stetka and 

Mazak, 2014) that suggest social media can play a role in mobilising voters and activists in offline 

action as well as online. This is exemplified in Mason’s (2013) account of the Arab Spring, in which 

protestors used Twitter and other sites to organise on-the-ground protests and occupations - social 

media usage became embedded in physical activism. In a meta-analysis of studies, Boulianne and 

Theocharis (2020, p.123) found that overall, the studies they reviewed “suggest a strong correlation 

between online and off-line forms of participation in civic and political life” (although interestingly 

they do raise the point about being careful about assuming the causality of this – could offline being 

leading to online, rather than the other way around?) 

What is not so readily available in the literature, however, is direct evidence of rates of political 

participation via social media in younger people compared to other generations – whilst 

conventional wisdom often assumes this to be the case, is there solid evidence to support this? In a 
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UK context specifically, ONS data (Serafino, 2019) demonstrates that younger age groups are more 

likely to have used the internet in the last 3 months (although we have no indication from this data 

of what they are using it for), but do note that the gap between young and old is closing. Social 

media has been noted as playing a particularly prominent role in the election and campaigning of 

Jeremy Corbyn, and the subsequent 2017 general election under his leadership (Pickard, 2015; 

Young, 2018) - Pickard (2019) also highlights how digital media is particularly associated with 

younger people (although doesn’t present data directly on this). Polonski (2017) has highlighted the 

role Instagram played in the Brexit referendum (with Leave apparently ‘dominating’ the site in the 

run up to the historic vote), while the ‘#RegisterToVote’ “amassed over 26,932 posts on Instagram… 

The top post received 267,324 likes, whereas the median post only got 21 likes” (Polonski, 2017). As 

such, it was a ‘key battleground’ for young people in 2017 (Polonski, 2017). This may be becoming 

more than just a youth phenomenon, however, with the ongoing controversies surrounding the 

Trump and Brexit elections and the influence that companies such as Cambridge Analytica may have 

had on the results by influencing older social media users. Sloam and Henn (2019) also highlight how 

the Leave campaign had a more effective social media and digital presence during the Brexit 

referendum, but along with Young and Pickard, they argue that in the 2017 general election the 

Labour Party and Jeremy Corbyn in particular used digital media more effectively than the Tories and 

this aided in spreading their message to younger voters. In addition, Holt et al (2013), in a Swedish 

context, did find evidence that younger people were more likely to use social media for political 

purposes than older age groups, and Henn and Sloam (2019, p.26) present data from Reuters (2017) 

that shows that young people (defined here as under 24) use “online sources or social media as their 

main news source” at more than double the rate of over 55’s (60% compared to 28%). 

What is clear then is that young people are using social media and the internet more than older 

generations (although this gap is getting smaller as social media becomes more ubiquitous in society) 

and that new forms of organising and politically expressing oneself have emerged in the digital age, 

and that many commentators and academics have linked these new forms particularly to young 

people. Hard evidence on whether young people are actually engaging politically more than older 

adults is harder to come by8 (although there are some tentative signs that this is the case), but it 

doesn’t seem unreasonable to assume that, given that much of social media use is about gathering 

information and/or expressing oneself and connecting with others, that at least some of the higher 

 
8 Perhaps partly due to the nature of online activism – other than asking people if they engage politically, 
actually measuring political uses of social media is pretty difficult – do you pay someone to sit and count 
tweets? Measuring social media forms of political engagement presents challenges that, for example, 
measuring voting or party membership doesn’t.  
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social media usage of younger people will translate into political expression.  

 

2.3.3 - Political consumerism 

Later chapters in this thesis will discuss the potentially damaging role that market and market-like 

systems have played on levels of political engagement, but this section will discuss how markets can 

potentially open up space for new forms of political expression (and the problems that can come 

along with this). Political consumerism can be defined as: “…the use of market purchases by 

individuals, groups, and institutions, who want to take responsibility for political, economic, and 

societal developments” (Micheletti, Føllesdal and Stolle, 2004, p. v). Reflected in this quote, and 

argued by Koos (2012), political consumerism is not simply aimed at, or concerned with, market 

actors, but actively utilises market systems as tools to advance political objectives. The most obvious 

examples of this sort of activism are boycotts and ‘buycotts’. This is where individuals or 

organisations refuse to buy a certain product either because of its impact on the world (say, the 

contribution of meat production to the climate crisis), because of the actions of the company that 

make it (say, a company produces some of its products in sweatshops in the developing world) or 

because of collusion with certain political regimes (the boycotting of certain products from Israel, or 

South Africa in the 1980’s, fall into this category). Buycotting - buying a certain product specifically 

because of its ethical credentials – often goes hand in hand with boycotts as you may still need or 

want some sort of equivalent to the product you are now avoiding, and so need a more ethical 

alternative. The ‘Fairphone’ is a good example of this, where the company behind the mobile phone 

goes out of its way to ensure a low environmental impact in its production, as well as utilising as 

much of its materials from conflict-free regions of the world as possible (Fairphone, 2020). 

Companies specialising in vegan food products are another example of attempts to promote 

buycotting. 

There is some evidence that such a phenomenon has been rising over the past decades, 

counterbalancing the falling engagement with traditional political institutions, particularly since the 

1970’s (see Norris, 2002; Stolle, Hooghe, and Micheletti, 2005; Dalton, 2008 for further discussion). 

Neilson and Paxton (2010) found that a third of respondents from a variety of European countries 

had engaged in some sort of political consumerism. Others (Balsiger, 2013), however, have argued 

that the much-touted rise of political consumerism is largely a misnomer due to surveys rarely asking 

questions pertaining to these activities until recent decades. Newman & Bartels (2011, p.806) found 

that trust in political institutions was negatively correlated with political consumerism. Explaining the 

theory behind this, they state: “The theory of lifestyle politics posits discontent and political distrust 
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as central causal forces: recognition of some perceived problem or objectionable state of affairs, 

along with lack of faith in government and the efficacy of conventional routes of influence, culminate 

to create the impetus to locate alternative routes of political expression and engagement…” If 

distrust in those institutions reduces the likelihood of citizens engaging in acts of political 

consumerism, it would suggest that acts of political consumerism are primarily carried out by those 

frustrated with the responsiveness of the established political system. In discussing the similarities 

and differences between more traditional forms of engagement and political consumerism found in 

their data, they state: “Similar to institutionalized forms of political participation, like voting, political 

consumerism is enhanced by education, political interest, a strong sense of citizen duty, group 

membership, and racial status. Unlike institutionalized participation, but similar in theory to 

noninstitutionalized protest-type behaviors, political consumerism is enhanced by youth, political 

distrust, and a deep-seated discontent regarding the current state of things in one’s life.” (p.813-814) 

In addition, work by Gotleib and Wells (2012) found that the link between political consumerism and 

more conventional forms of political engagement worked via a collectivist orientation to political 

consumerism. Those who engaged in political consumerism out of shared identity and goals with 

other political consumers were more likely to also engage in conventional engagement actions than 

those that approached political consumerism in a more individualistic fashion (see also Kyroglou and 

Henn (2017) for further discussion of some of these studies). 

Indeed, Atkinson (2015, p. 2061) has identified a number of orientations and motivations for 

engaging in political consumerism. In referring to her quadrant system of different motivations 

behind political consumerism, she states: “those political consumers on the side of negative rights 

who see benefits from a lack of government intervention would probably find little common ground 

with those on the positive rights side of the map who welcome government regulation as a means to 

guarantee the welfare of others and the health of the environment. Surveys would lump these two 

groups together when, in fact, they might have less in common in their beliefs about rights than a 

quantitative analysis would imply.” The possibility emerges then from the brief review of the 

literature that distrust or lack of faith in formal political institutions combined with more 

individualistic approaches to political issues more generally is driving some individuals to engage in 

more market-based actions, whilst others who have a more collectivist mindset engage in these 

actions whilst maintaining engagement with formal political institutions. 

Seeing such actions as entirely individualistic then is simplistic. Indeed, there have been attempts to 

‘collectivise’ these actions. Sites such as the ‘Ethical Consumer’ (2019) attempt to keep updated and 

comprehensive lists of boycotts going on around the world, detailing the rationale behind the 

boycott and the progress it is making too. There are also numerous apps for such actions now where 
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users can download an app to their phone, search for certain companies to check if there are boycott 

campaigns against them, create their own campaign or simply browse through the existing ones, 

with some apps offering various filters based on the type of issue the campaign addresses (working 

conditions, environmental etc). The ‘Buycott App’ (Buycott, 2019), for instance, describes itself on its 

Facebook page in the following way: “Buycott is an app that helps you organize your everyday 

consumer spending to support causes you care about” and suggests to viewers of their website that 

they should “vote with your wallet”. Some campaigns have even evolved from simply boycotting a 

product to taking to the streets or engaging in other forms of actions, such as stunts or culture 

jamming (mimicking or otherwise subverting advertisements). Klein (2000), in particular, has 

highlighted how in the late 90’s, globally, activist groups emerged that challenged the predominance 

of transnational corporations and the globalisation policies and free trade agreements that bolstered 

them. She talks also of how increasingly we see the focus of activists shift towards corporations and 

their actions in developing countries and their impact on the environment, a move she believes 

partly stems from the growing invasiveness and power of corporations. None of this means that 

political consumerism as a method for achieving social change is not problematic or limited. For a 

start, it limits what the state can do. Crouch (2011) decries the shallowness of ‘market values’, of 

settling political and value-orientated issues through commodity transactions that essentially 

amounts to acquiescence through purchasing.  When political expression is centred on the market, 

then it becomes harder and harder for the state to justify intervention, warping and reducing the site 

of traditional contestation. Tragically, political consumerism may be a self-fulfilling prophecy, at least 

partly driven by frustration with traditional institutions but by focusing on market processes as the 

new site of contestation, it reduces the state’s legitimacy and ability in the process. This is 

compounded by the fact that our purchases are bounded and determined in many more ways than 

traditional political activities are - by availability of goods, government policy, cultural norms and 

personal purchasing power, to name but a few (Koos, 2012). All sorts of factors influence our buying 

decisions, some of which are out of our control – people’s ability to express social or political views 

via market purchases then are bounded in ways that democratic votes are not (although this is not to 

say that there aren’t distortions to the public will that occur through the formal political system too).  

Perhaps most fundamentally, political consumerism is bounded by neoliberal logic. It is inherently 

wedded to, indeed buttresses, the idea of private property rights, of the viability of market systems 

and of private enterprises having control of large swathes of social life. It is, therefore, wholly unable 

to be used as a vehicle to develop alternate social relations, or to imagine new ways of structuring 

society. This leads us to the ultimate question: does neoliberalism want political consumerism? Or 

does it itself act as a distorting force on otherwise rational, optimising decisions made by fully 
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informed humans? What does rationality, in a neoliberal sense, mean, and what should its 

boundaries be? 

Evidence is mixed as to whether this is an area of political activity particularly prevalent amongst 

young people. Kyroglou and Henn (2017) have argued that “Disenfranchised and disillusioned by the 

seeming incapacity of the purely political sphere to respond to their individualised claims, and having 

internalised the neoliberal critique of democracy… young empowered citizen-consumers often 

search for the ‘political’ within the bounds of the marketplace and are increasingly attracted to 

consumerist methods of political participation”. As mentioned in Hart and Henn (2017), Newman 

and Bartels (2011) indeed found political consumerism to be an activity most likely to be engaged in 

by younger age groups. However, Nonumura (2017) found (in a Canadian context) that middle-aged 

adults were actually more likely to engage in political consumerism than the elderly or young. This is 

a finding supported by a meta-analysis of studies conducted by Copeland and Boulianne (2020), who 

found that studies generally found that political consumerism increased up until middle age and then 

began to decline again (although, at least in a UK context this is still a marked departure from age 

influence on say voting where turnout tends to continue to increase even in old age). Whilst it seems 

that the very youngest age groups might not have the highest rates of political consumerism, it 

seems that political consumerism may have a younger profile than activities such as voting, and 

potentially that age interacts with political consumerism in a different way than more traditional 

forms of political activity.  

To sum up this section it is worth revisiting the finding from Sloam and Henn (2019) discussed above 

– that when you combined rates of participation in demonstrations, boycotts and petition signing, 

youth participation rates are over 70% in the UK (although this is notably lower than the EU average 

which is over 90%). Despite the issues with clear contrasting data with older age groups and the 

issues of measuring participation in some of these activities mentioned above, what is clear is that 

during a period of electoral decline, young people have participated in significant levels with other 

forms of political activity, and that there is evidence that these activities do not share the same linear 

relationship with age that something like voting does. Any simple narrative of apathy in young 

people (see below) has this to contend with.  
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2.4 Explaining the trends 

 

So far, we’ve seen the story but not the moral. We know what has happened, but not why, and 

therefore our ability to predict is hampered. However, two key issues that seem to emerge from the 

literature on alternative forms of engagement centre around a more individualistic approach to 

social change, and a lack of faith with or trust in formal political institutions. Forms of political 

expression that rely on more collective or formal political institutions – political parties, trade unions 

– are in decline, whereas more individualised forms of political expression are on the rise, or at least 

not seeing the dramatic decline that collective institutions are. 

Understanding what is driving these changes is vital for both contemporary and future democracy.  

How do we ensure we are listening to and respecting the voices of young people today, but also how 

might our political system better change itself in the medium to long-term in order to better reflect 

how its citizens wish to engage with it? Most importantly, how will these changes impact the 

distribution and effects of power in the UK? Are emerging trends in engagement likely to lead to a 

fairer, more equal society, or to the capture of the democratic process by a self-interested elite? 

Many of the attempts to explain youth engagement have been undertaken without broader 

historical, cultural and political analysis. This thesis is an attempt to begin to address that.  

Obviously, any theory needs to be able to explain the existing data for the phenomenon it aims to 

illuminate. As we have seen in this chapter, engagement with formal political institutions in the UK 

(and in many other democracies) has declined considerably in recent decades, and this is most 

pronounced in younger generations. Young people are less likely to vote than older generations, and 

this gap in turnout has widened in recent years. Young people are less likely to be members of trade 

unions, and less likely to be members of political parties. Yet, as we have also seen, we will a growing 

body of research is demonstrating that young people are interested in, knowledgeable of, and 

engaged in, politics, albeit not in traditional modes and forms. What is more, the past few years 

have seen a potential (still much disputed) re-engagement with traditional politics institutions by 

young people, notably, an upwards trend once more in voting and mobilisation around the Corbyn 

project. Any theory of political engagement needs to be held up to these facts. 

There are other factors to consider in assessing theories too, however. Explanations, particularly in 

the realm of politics, when released into the world and out of control of the original theorists, can 

quickly become about blame. Colin Hay (2007, p.39-40) warns us of the dangers of this, as well as 

the strengths, by characterising political engagement theories as falling into two broad camps: 
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supply-side explanations (the ‘blame’ lies with the supply of politics from political institutions and 

politicians) and demand-side explanations (the ‘demand’ for politics is the problem, with consumers 

of politics (i.e. citizens) changing in such a way that they no longer want what politics is selling). Hay 

is suspicious of demand-side theories, those theories that focus on the individual voter as the 

problem, seeing such a focus as convenient for politicians and the powerful, shifting attention from 

structural or systemic issues to the public, requiring therefore little change in the behaviour or 

protocol of politicians or government. As we will see below, however, both types of argument have 

something to offer in explaining changing trends in political engagement, although neither on their 

own is sufficient to gain a full picture of what is happening.  

2.4.1 Apathy 

The simplest explanation for a lack of political engagement is that people are just disinterested, 

indifferent or ‘apathetic’ when it comes to politics. The lower levels of engagement of younger 

generations with traditional political institutions can make such an assertion seem like an obvious 

conclusion to draw. This simple view, what I will call here ‘absolute apathy theory’ is more 

commonly found in political commentary rather than academic papers, but its influence on 

perceptions of young people should not be underestimated because of that. It is a view that argues 

that young people simply have no interest in politics (and the more judgemental variants suggest 

that they are too lazy to develop an interest too) and therefore choose not to engage in it. As Pickard 

(2019, p.244) describes it the “apathy explanation argues that contemporary young people are less 

interested in politics, political parties and political organisations than in the past, as witnessed by 

lower electoral participation rates”. 

There are a range of reasons, however, why this explanation for political disengagement is wide of 

the mark. Firstly, Fahmy (2006) argues that the cynicism and distrust of politics voiced by many 

young people actually requires a base-line level of interest and knowledge in politics. To criticise 

something, one must have at least some knowledge and interest in it, and this can be fuel for other 

forms of engagement rather than complete apathy. Moreover, for many, not-voting or formally 

engaging is a conscious choice. 

Fahmy (2006) links this typical ‘apathy’ characterisation to wider issues of viewing youths as 

‘delinquent’, comparing such rhetoric to the narrative around the ‘underclass’ and how often scorn 

is reserved for the young working class, teenage mums and ethnic minorities. He argues, in line with 

O’Toole’s (2003) arguments, that dismissing alternative forms of engagement young people might 

be engaging in can lead to the dangerous position of seeing people as only being able to be 

legitimately ‘political’ when their actions are sanctioned by the state. Not only does missing these 
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new forms of engagement foster a toxic (and untrue) narrative of selfish or lazy youth, but it also 

narrows the field of political debate and action, legitimising certain actions, behaviours and sites of 

discourse whilst delegitimising others. Pickard (2019, p.43) also argues that the myths that a society 

generates reveal much about that society itself – she argues that the myth of apathy in younger 

people in our society suggests society “tends to have a negative view of all young people, which is 

shown in persistent ‘young people as a problem’ narrative”.  

Researchers in general are moving away from apathy narratives, however, arguing that those who 

support them are missing or discounting newer forms of engagement. As Walsh et al. (2017, p.230) 

argue of young people: “Their concerns about society led to their own activism, but in ways that do 

not necessarily register on conventional measures and radars of political participation”. They also 

caution about a ‘binary’ division of young people’s engagement - of those theories that posit them 

as disengaged on mass or as incredible new innovators in democracy. Instead, they argue that young 

people’s engagement will depend on a number of things, including power relations and their 

perceptions of them. Henn and Foard (2012) found that young people generally value democracy as 

a process, but are sceptical about its results and about politicians and political parties generally, and 

also lack faith in their own political knowledge.  

Marsh, O’Toole and Jones (2007) draw on Bang’s (2005) ‘Everyday Makers’ theory, which classifies a 

group of citizens as disillusioned with the state and who turn instead to ‘DIY politics’ and activism 

embedded in local communities. Similarly, Sloam and Henn (2018) argue that young people have 

maintained an interest in political issues throughout the past few decades, but have increasingly 

switched to issue-based and lifestyle forms of campaigning, more attracted to horizontal networks of 

activism, as opposed to more rigid, hierarchical traditional political institutions like parties and 

unions. They provide evidence that during the period of declining voter turnout, young people 

maintained engagement in activities such as petition signing, protests and single-issue groups. There 

is also, of course, the evidence presented earlier in this chapter of young people potentially 

beginning to re-engage in elections and political parties. 

Even ignoring the evidence to the contrary, there are logical reasons to suspect that apathy 

narratives are more sledgehammer than Occam’s razor. They are fundamentally bad social science.  

To suggest that young people don’t really care about politics at all, rather than simply the 

machinations of Westminster, is to suggest that they do not have any interest, feelings, emotions or 

thoughts about broader systemic factors that impact them, their loved ones, their community and in 

general fellow human beings. Whether you assume humans are incredibly selfish or enormously 

generous, such a notion should strike you as suspicious at best – it would require an absence of both 
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compassion and self-interest. But even if we suspend our disbelief and assume there are large 

chunks of the population that really do not care about power relations, their outcomes and how 

they impact themselves and the people around them, there will still be a reason for this. If it is in the 

individual’s temperament, or personality, or something to do with their values being brought up as a 

child, or a sense of learned helplessness, or a deep pessimism about the state or even a narcissistic 

lack of caring for others, these are all deeper, more useful explanations for political disengagement 

than simply ending the analysis with ‘they just don’t care’. Apathy, when present at differing levels 

across generations, time and geographic locations, must have structural or systemic causes. To 

identify these is difficult and nuanced, but to refuse to even engage in that process is simply bad 

science. Instead, the rest of this chapter will focus on some theories that attempt to go a little 

deeper than the assertion of apathy. 

There is a more nuanced academic discussion around apathy in the literature that we might call 

“weak apathy theory” (weak being a comment on the apathy, not on the strength of the theory 

itself) - for instance, Fox (2015 p. ii) argues that: “The Millennials have the potential to be the most 

politically apathetic, and least politically alienated, generation to have entered the British electorate 

since World War Two” (and indeed Fox’s analysis does find evidence to support this claim). Fox draws 

a distinction between apathy and alienation and makes it clear in his doctoral thesis what he means 

by each. Alienation is what he (p. 151) terms “a lasting and relatively stable orientation denoting 

feelings of estrangement from or non-identification with some aspect of the formal political system, 

arena or process” – it is, for Fox, an “active orientation” that involves some degree of “cognitive 

awareness of the object … of their alienation”. In contrast, apathy is defined by a distinct lack of 

interest in politics and does not have the cognitive awareness of the alienated individual. Fox’s 

measures for political apathy is an individual’s “interest” in politics. 

Dahl et al (2018) draw on fox’s work and explore the distinctions further: “compared with apathetic, 

alienated individuals are more aware of what it is that they are alienated from. By comparison, the 

cognitive awareness of apathetic individuals is very low and apathetic individuals know only enough 

about politics to tell that politics is not in their interest”. In testing the apathy vs alienation argument 

they found that apathy “has a superior role in explaining political passivity”. However, their measure 

of apathy simply asked if the participant had any “interest” in three things - what is going on in 

politics, in society and how interested they were in ”European Union related topics”, quite vague 

statements that don’t tell us much about the source of the lack of interest – and assessed how this 

measure related to voting behaviour and a very limited and slightly odd set of non-traditional 

political behaviours (painting a political message on a wall, occupying a building and being at an 

event that involved confrontations with the police or political opponents). They did find a significant 
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positive correlation between apathy and alienation, albeit a weak one.  

The problem with both of these studies is that they contrast with much of the data presented above, 

for instance, Henn and Foard’s (2012, p.10 ) claim that young people appear to be “serious and 

discerning (sceptical) observer-participants of the electoral process, rather than merely uninterested 

and apathetic onlookers”, and Sloam and Henn’s (2019) arguments that show that young people 

have significant levels of engagement in a wide variety of non-traditional political activities. For 

Pickard (2019, p.244), as with Hay’s demand side warnings, the problem with apathy as an 

explanation is that it situates the focus for lack of engagement on younger people (what Hay would 

term a ‘demand side’ theory) – she argues that apathy places the responsibility for low engagement 

on young people, whereas alienation arguments focus on the political system. Even with the more 

nuanced version of apathy discourse, isn’t this still the case? Whilst Fox has added some valuable 

contributions in properly conceptualising apathy, and making its distinctions with alienation clear, 

don’t we still have a theory that both focuses on young people themselves (thereby letting political 

systems to some extent off the hook) and still leaves us asking why? If we accept the findings of Fox 

and Dahl et al., we are still left wondering why interest is lower in younger groups?  Fox’s work is 

useful in teasing out the inaccuracies in the field of certain terminologies and presents some 

challenges to rebuttals of uninterested youth, but it still leaves us asking ‘why’? 

2.4.2 ‘Rational’ animals 

Much of the early work on political behaviour focused on explaining the reasons why individuals 

chose the party they did, such as the ‘Michigan Model’ (Campbell et al., 1960) that emphasised the 

role of party allegiance in vote choice, as well as short-term factors such as an individual’s views on a 

certain policy or candidate, attempting to explain why some voters changed their vote choice 

between elections (with these minority party defections being the determinant of who wins an 

election). The problem for those interested in the drivers of engagement is that this has relatively 

little to explicitly offer us in terms of why someone chooses to vote, focusing instead on how they 

vote (and 60 years on, it struggles to offer much in the way of this either). Rational Choice Theory, 

first popularised by Downs (1957), really came into prominence in the 60’s and 70’s as a way of 

explaining what the Michigan Model couldn’t - the apparent rise of ‘issue-based’ voting, leading to 

more turbulence in vote share for major political parties.  

 

In Downs’ original conception, ‘Rational Voter Theory’ highlights two key factors in voting - how 

much the individual cares about an issue or set of issues the vote relates to, and how likely they think 

it is that their vote will make a difference to the outcome. Downs even incorporated fairly complex 
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and nuanced aspects like explaining party ideology (a handy heuristic that enables voters to have a 

stance on a variety of issues without having to spend huge amounts of time and resources 

researching them in great detail), and the positioning of political parties (rational choice theory first 

introduced the idea of the ‘median voter’ that mass political parties would attempt to capture). This 

offers us a way to gauge whether someone would choose to vote at all, and crucially, why – people 

will choose to vote when they have sufficient passion for an issue, and when they feel their vote is 

able to make some sort of difference (potentially explaining the general finding that when an 

election is perceived as being ‘close’, turnout increases, although the effect of this is more limited 

than is perhaps sometimes recognised (Pattie, Hartman & Johnston, 2018 review the evidence from 

a UK context)). Obviously, one person’s vote amongst millions is a drop in the ocean, but the theory 

goes that people often situate their electoral actions within smaller units, such as ethnic or class 

group, or geographic location, inflating the impact their vote may have in their own minds. 

 

As noted earlier, Hay (2007, p.39-40) distinguishes between two types of explanation for political 

disengagement – ‘demand-side’ explanations that focus on voters (the ‘demand’ for politics has 

changed) and ‘supply-side’ (the ‘supply’ of politics people are getting is in some way at fault). Downs’ 

equation for explaining voting likelihood could lead us to either of these types of explanation, 

depending on which side of the equation we focus on. Let’s start with ‘the likelihood their vote will 

make a difference’ side. Unless we assume all non-voters are inherently pessimistic (in fairness 

possible but not tested), this leaves us asking why they have such negative perceptions of the impact 

of their vote (and as Fahmy suggests above, cynicism is actually a sign of some level of engagement 

with the political process because it depends upon thinking about and reaching a verdict on the 

political system). It is easy to see how this can lead to an analysis of how the electoral system works 

in a certain country, as well as the behaviour of politicians and political parties – in other words, 

‘supply-side’ theories. An example of policy proposals rooted in supply side analysis is that of 

electoral reform. There is some evidence that proportional representational systems (systems that 

more closely tie seats to vote share) tend to have higher levels of voter turnout than systems such as 

Britain’s ‘first past the post’ system that simply give the party with the most votes the seat (known, 

confusingly, as ‘plurality’ and/or ‘majority’ systems) (Hill, 2006). Further evidence (Jackman, 1987) 

also suggests that the more proportional the system, the higher the voter turnout. Jackman also 

highlights that this isn’t simply about PR systems offering more choice, as much beyond three or four 

major parties, turnout is actually negatively correlated with the number of parties or candidates on 

offer. It seems plausible then, that what matters is the belief that a vote will make a difference, 

rather than the raw number of choices on offer. Some recent findings in the UK support this. Firstly, 
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the polling company ‘Survation’ (2010), when asking non-voters why they stayed home on election 

day found that the most commonly cited reason was that respondents thought their vote ‘wouldn’t 

make a difference’. Secondly, Fahmy (2006), through focus groups he conducted with a range of 

young people, found a general narrative of politics being ‘irrelevant’ and ‘inaccessible’, that 

politicians could not be trusted, and that political action was ‘pointless’. Finally, Schlozman and Verba 

(1979) found that whilst a sense of injustice is important (think relative deprivation theory above), a 

key to political mobilisation is a sense that an individual or group can make their voice heard and that 

the government will be responsive. Plenty of research has been done on ‘political efficacy’ too 

(Wollman and Stouder, 1991; Shingles, 1981; Niemi et al, 1991; Valentino, Gregorowicz, & 

Groenendyk, 2009 – see Chapter 4 for a fuller discussion), i.e. an individual’s sense of their own 

ability to act in the political realm, but also their sense of the responsiveness of the political system. 

This is a factor we shall explore in more detail in subsequent chapters, where we will see there that 

political efficacy has been shown to have moderate correlations with a variety of measures of 

political engagement too. 

Some more recent meta-analyses have however cast doubt on the impact on turnout PR system 

have. For instance, Cancela and Geys’, (2016) meta-analysis found that compared to other factors 

they assessed the evidence of PR’s effect on turnout was “less conclusive”. They also suggested that 

the impact PR can have on turnout is different depending on the country and whether the election is 

at the national or subnational level. Blais and Aartis (2006, p.193) also expressed concern about too-

quickly assuming the merits of PR in terms of turnout – in reviewing previous studies they did not 

find the same effects observed in studies in Western democracies replicated in Latin America, and 

that when a wider group of countries were reviewed they found “turnout to be higher under more 

proportional systems, but the reported impact is quite small”. Stockemer (2017) also concluded that 

PR only had a positive impact on turnout in a minority of cases between 2004 and 2013. Whilst there 

are plenty of democratic arguments in favour of proportional representation, the evidence of their 

beneficial impact on voter turnout seems mixed, and contingent on other factors in addition to the 

electoral system. Debates around proportional representation do potentially help point us towards 

larger issues, however– low levels of efficacy, trust, and more broadly hope in political change are 

the clues towards a larger and deeper process happening in British politics. 

If, however, we choose to focus on the other part of Downs’ equation, the ‘how much they care 

about X’ side, it leads us to demand-side theories, most obviously the apathy narratives encountered 

above – non-voters just don’t care enough. An example of a policy proposal emerging from demand-

side theories is that of compulsory voting. The issue with compulsory voting is twofold: firstly, there 

is a moral question rarely answered as to whether it is right to force individuals to engage with a 
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political system (particularly a democracy) that they may well not support. Someone could be 

opposed to the very idea of a representative democracy. You can argue that this is a strange or 

immoral stance to take, but in a democracy, they should have their right to hold and indeed express 

(in this case by not voting) that opinion. The second issue isthe question of what is being addressed 

by compulsory voting – the focus is on the individual, and as Hay points out the change with these 

demand side theories is that they let larger systemic issues off the hook (although some, such as Hill 

(2017) have argued that compulsory voting makes governments more responsive to a wider group of 

citizens). It is also questionable what is actually being changed in the individual – are the reasons 

people don’t vote in the first place addressed by compulsory voting or just papered over? Dunaiski 

(2021) in recent research from Brazil found that compulsory voting was not habit forming in young 

people, and Holbein and Rangel (2016, p.1) found that compulsory voting had little impact on 

“measurable attitudes, values and non-voting behaviors”. Regardless, whatever the contested pros 

and cons of compulsory voting, the mechanism itself tells us little about why people were not voting 

(let alone engaging more widely) before its implementation. .  

A more sophisticated (and empirically better supported) thesis is the ‘postmaterialist’ argument. 

Popularised by Inglehart (1997), in short it posits that in more affluent, developed countries such as 

the UK, the relatively more prosperous conditions citizens find themselves in means that their 

primary political priorities are no longer about immediate material conditions: “As survival becomes 

increasingly secure, a "materialist" emphasis on economic and physical security diminishes, and 

people increasingly emphasize "post- materialist" goals, such as freedom, self-expression, and the 

quality of life” (Inglehart and Abramson, 1999).9 In particular, the economic conditions one is 

politically socialised in can have an impact on the political priorities and preferences of an individual. 

The post-war consensus in the UK ensured a relatively secure social safety net, free access to 

healthcare and education, and more stable and generous wages than at any other time in working 

class history. Inglehart posits that under these conditions, citizens are able to start thinking about 

issues other than their immediate economic security, explaining the rise in concern around 

environmental issues and social justice issues such as LGBT rights. Henn and Sloam (2018, p.28) 

provide a good discussion of how this affects the political behaviours and attitudes of young people 

in the UK today: “where… socialization experiences are gained during times of relative economic 

prosperity, citizens will be pre-disposed towards postmaterialist preferences, valuing quality of life 

issues such as political and expressive freedoms, environmental sustainability and global social 

justice. They will also be increasingly disenchanted with the limits of existing democratic 

 
9 Depending on the emphasis, Inglehart’s theories could be seen as demand side explanations (young people 
are changing) or as supply (political parties and politicians are not adapting/responding to these changes).  
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arrangements, and instead be drawn toward alternative and transformative politics (Inglehart 1997) 

including looser non-institutional forms of political participation…” In short, could the shifting 

political behaviours in younger generations be at least in part attributed to failures of the political 

system to respond to the new political priorities emerging for these groups? 

As Pickard (2019) points out, much of this theory was developed pre the 2007 financial crisis and the 

austerity agenda of subsequent UK governments that followed it as a political response. Even if we 

accept the argument that throughout the decades that preceded the crash there was a period of 

stability that lead to the growth of postmaterialist values and therefore a decline in formal political 

engagement, with the financial crash and the subsequent sluggish growth, government austerity and 

growth of precarious work, we cannot say that economic stability is the condition in which young 

people looked at in this thesis developed (even the highest age looked at in this thesis, 30 (in 2018) 

will only have been 19/20 when the crash hit). In 2011, compared to 2002, Sloam and Henn (2019, p. 

29) do show that there was a rise in materialist and decline in postmaterialist values in UK youth, but 

what is most notable is the small number of those with postmaterialist values in either year (from 

17% in 2002 to 10% in 2011).  

In addition, evidence shows that it is those in lower socioeconomic groups (i.e. those most likely to 

still be concerned with traditional, ‘modern’ issues in the postmodernist view) that are least likely to 

vote (Skinner, Mortimore & Spielman, (2019) estimate that whilst the AB socio-economic group saw 

a turnout of 68% in the 2019 UK general election, the DE group saw only a turnout of 53%). If the 

changing of preferences in terms of political issues and organisation, driven by less immediate 

material concerns, is partly behind changing political engagement, why is it that those groups are 

least likely to be able to abandon these material concerns that are still voting the least?  

There is also a question of whether materialist and postmaterialist values can be cleanly separated 

from each other. Perhaps in the decades preceding the crash this was true, but increasingly the lines 

are blurred. New political concepts such as the ‘Green New Deal’ in the UK (with a similar vision 

promoted by left-wing Senator Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in the US) seems to marry materialist 

concerns such as job creation and wage protection with more postmaterialist concerns such as 

action on the environment (Labour for a Green New Deal, undated). Klein (2014, p. 7) argues how 

climate change is intimately connected with many other issues: “I began to see all kinds of ways that 

climate change could become a catalyzing force for positive change… rebuilding and reviving local 

economies; to reclaim our democracies from corrosive corporate influence; to block new free trade 

deals and rewrite old ones; to invest in starving public infrastructure… ” – Klein’s list goes on but the 

point is made. From a personal perspective, as one of these young people that would score highly on 
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postmaterialist values, materialist values such as job creation, affordable housing, wage growth are 

also important to me, and indeed absolutely part of the same political struggle as social equality, a 

more democratic society and environmental action.  

The postmaterialist thesis certainly seems to have captured something about what has been going 

on with youth relationships with politics over the past few decades, and has significantly advanced 

the debate around youth political engagement. How much it can aid us in understanding youth 

political engagement in the UK post-financial crisis seems limited (but not non-existent) however, 

with only small numbers falling into the ‘postmaterialist’ category and new social movement and 

political projects potentially blurring the lines between materialist and postmaterialist issues. The 

idea that broader social and economic changes could influence political engagement is, however, a 

useful idea that could go beyond the demand/supply divide. 

Ultimately, Downs’ approach and the policy proposals that stem from at least unconsciously 

accepting it, offer some useful ways of detecting some of the clues about engagement, but their 

usefulness increases the more we ask why. We might have some indication of individual-level traits 

or attitudes, we may even have taken this further into some wider consideration of how the actions 

or structures of politicians and politics more generally may be influencing these, but we haven’t yet 

worked out why this is happening.  

 

2.4.3 The Political Environment 

Stoker (2006) adds an additional category to disengagement explanations, namely: ‘environmental 

issues’- i.e. arguments that focus on how the environment in which politics takes place has changed. 

For Stoker, these include issues such as technological change, globalisation and climate change. 

Whilst agreeing that these issues present significant issues for modern politics, he ultimately focuses 

on more individualised, consumerist attitudes towards politics and the inherent level of complexity 

and compromise in politics today, arguing that the general approach to politics is now more 

individualistic, approaching political situations with an individual demand, rather than as part of a 

mobilised group that has thought through wider issues and alternate views and claims. He also 

suggests that the complexity of governance is growing, which can be alienating for ordinary citizens. 

He sets out a number of ways of improving political engagement, such as more localism and better, 

more thorough focus groups and citizen opinion formation, a more proportional voting system, more 

transparency in government business and decision-making, and in general more opportunities for 

citizens to speak and influence government, also highlighting the role of education and the media in 
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engagement too.   

Certainly, there are others that have focused on the role individualism plays in political engagement. 

One subset of this research is concerned with social capital, embodied in ‘Bowling Alone’ by Putnam 

(2000). Here Putnam argues that a whole array of forms of civic and political engagement have 

declined in the US since the 1960’s, including voting, volunteering and donating. He believes this 

stems from a decline in ‘social capital’10, a more isolated and atomised society, and he attributes this 

change primarily to a few key factors; urban sprawl and the additional commuting time this has 

created; television and the hours of daily life this absorbs; additional time and money pressures and 

finally ‘generational effects’, clearly evidencing that this is an issue most pronounced amongst 

younger generations. Some empirical evidence supports the idea of communal/social ties being 

important to engagement. Strong group ties and more informal social interactions have been shown 

to be predictors of turning up at the ballot box, to some extent (Uhlaner, Cain and Kiewiet, 1989; 

McClurg, 2003). This is in addition to the role collectivist orientations can play in political 

consumerism, as evidenced above, and the work by Armingeon and Schädel (2015) discussed in 

Chapter 4 that suggests social cues aid voting behaviour. 

Putnam’s work has, however, been criticised on a number of grounds, not least the inability to infer 

causation from correlation (levels of social capital rising and falling along with other factors doesn’t 

prove social capital is the cause) and his “overblown rhetoric”, where he has perhaps exaggerated 

some of his claims (see Kisby, 2012, p.70-72 for a fuller discussion). The other issue, for our purposes, 

is that it is primarily an American-centric argument. Paul Whiteley’s (2012) work, however, draws on 

some of Putnam’s arguments and has shown some evidence in the UK for the decline of both 

political and civic engagement as well as social capital too, with him singling out the 1990’s as a 

period of particular decline in social capital (matching neatly with the declines in engagement 

documented in the previous section). Whiteley (2012) also argues, with some evidence, that trust in 

others is linked to trust in government (p.90) and that an active civil society aids government 

effectiveness (p.144), and that more centralised states are less effective (p.164-5). In contrast, 

however, Hall (1999) failed to find any significant declines throughout the 1990’s of social capital or 

civic engagement, with the important exception of a decline in social trust, particularly pronounced 

in younger people. Recent government data (ONS, 2020) found that on a range of indicators of social 

capital, including membership of voluntary organisations, meeting socially with friends and family, 

and parents giving aid to children, long-term the UK has seen a decline, whilst it has seen ‘no change’ 

 
10 A note of caution – precise definitions and measures of social capital and civic engagement can be as 
plagued with inconsistency across studies as those of political engagement are, as discussed in chapter 1. 
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(or hasn’t measured long enough) on a range of other variables, and has also seen some increases 

(feeling safe walking home, having at least one close friend and using social media). A summarising 

comment is provided in the overview of the findings: “Our social capital findings show that we are 

engaging less with our neighbours but more with social media. We also note that we feel safer 

walking alone after dark in our neighbourhoods, but more recently fewer of us feel like we belong to 

them.”11 

Stoker (2006, p.58) argues that declines in social capital are not the ‘magic bullet’ to explaining the 

declines in political engagement and that evidence of social capital declining in different countries 

and indeed in the UK is mixed, but he does highlight that there has been clear, marked declines for 

some groups such as the white working class. He postulates that social capital declines (he only really 

draws on data concerning membership of voluntary organisations, so he is hampered by a less than 

full measure) may have been affecting the already less advantaged, whilst middle class and 

professionals may have capitalised on changes in technology etc (declining social capital then does 

not seem to entirely explain the rise of a more individualised approach to politics in Stokers’ mind). 

He also highlights Putnam’s clarification of his thesis, which argues that some new forms of 

membership and connections may have arisen, but that these are more individualised than previous 

ones, answering in part his critics who have suggested that he has missed new forms of social capital 

emerging, particularly for younger generations.  

It becomes very clear here that distinctions between ‘demand’, ‘supply’ and ‘environmental’ 

explanations of political engagement can at times relate simply to focus, rather than disagreements 

over what is ultimately happening. For instance, Stoker highlights a more individualised world as an 

environmental factor relevant to changing trends in political engagement, but this could obviously 

also be seen as a demand side explanation – people are now too individualistic and selfish to engage 

in politics. By framing it as an environmental explanation, however, we are invited to consider why 

people may be more individualistic. The trait of individualism becomes a clue along the way, rather 

than the final answer. This explains why apathy narratives are so underwhelming – they fail to keep 

asking why. The same can also be said of supply side explanations. Politicians might all be too similar 

these days (a classic refrain from disillusioned voters), but monotonous ministers should be seen as 

but a clue along the way. What is driving an increasing (if indeed it is increasing) trend towards policy 

similarity amongst the major parties in the UK, at least prior to 2015? Or, a more individualistic 

population? Sadly, even in Stoker’s case the why questions stop too early. Why we are more 

individualistic (if indeed we are) and apparently wary of the compromise and nuance inherent in 

 
11 The belonging to the neighbourhood variable showed decreases in recent years but no long-term change. 
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politics (really more so than in the past?) is never properly addressed. Neither is the fact that 

government has in some ways grown in complexity but hasn’t used what he himself argues is a 

better way of making decisions (feedback from ‘service users’).  Why has government failed to 

develop in a more truly participatory democratic manner? Stoker doesn’t really give us answers to 

these questions. ‘Why’ is not asked enough. 

Interestingly, Stoker (2006, p.121) mentions ‘Public Choice Theory’ in his work, an academic theory 

popularised in the Thatcher era, that claims that politicians and civil servants will generally act in 

their own self-interest, rather than benignly for the collective good.12 This is often employed as a 

means of undermining the state, as it questions faith in the banality and ability of centralised 

decision making, and more broadly the effectiveness of collective action. This is where Stoker comes 

closest to a proper ‘environmental’ sort of explanation, where sweeping ideological, intellectual and 

institutional changes are pinpointed and linked to changes in political behaviour. This is the level of 

explanation required to explain the considerable changes in political engagement documented in this 

chapter.  

It is easy to see how a theory that generally sows distrust of those operating political institutions 

could lead to less engagement with those institutions – if you cannot have faith in the motives or 

effectiveness of both the politicians making the decisions and the civil servants implementing these 

decisions, why would you bother to engage with it in terms of voting, writing to officials or a whole 

host of other political activities? This relates closely to the concept of ‘external political efficacy’ that 

will be discussed at length in the following chapters – a general decline in the belief of being able to 

affect change through political systems. Whilst the general public are unlikely to be familiar with the 

academic theory itself, it could potentially have enjoyed some success diffusing through the 

‘zeitgeist’ through a variety of cultural institutions – it would, however, take an entire thesis is in its 

own right to chart and track this and ultimately assess to what degree the rise of this theory can be 

said to have affected attitudes to politics, and in turn political engagement. It is also unclear whether 

it can be fairly stated that this theory has had a particularly acute impact on younger generations – 

perhaps if it was more prominent in the public mind during the formative years of the 18 – 30 year 

olds focused on here an argument could be made that the theory has influenced their perception of 

politics more than other generations, but again answering this definitively is beyond the scope of this 

study. This thesis takes a slightly wider look, however. Along with a handful of other theories, Public 

Choice Theory has been part of the legitimisation and implementation of a drastic change to how 

 
12 Stoker concludes that Public Choice Theory may explain some short-term negative incidences in politics, but 
ultimately fails to capture the complexity of modern democratic politics. 
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politics and economics operates the world over. These changes are collectively referred to as 

neoliberalism. 

This thesis will focus on understanding the role neoliberalism has played in changing trends in 

political engagement. Chapter 3, the next chapter, will explore the rise of neoliberalism and what 

exactly it is. Before turning to this, however, it would be useful to have at least a working definition 

of what neoliberalism is. The following discussion aims to provide this. The definition of 

neoliberalism employed in this thesis will be rooted in the following characteristics: 

• Neoliberalism hails competition as a universal value/organising principle 

• Neoliberalism seeks to develop markets or market-like systems in as many areas of human 

activity as possible 

• Neoliberalism constantly, voraciously promotes self-enhancement and entrepreneurialism 

as internalised values on the part of individual citizens, in order to aid, and ultimately 

legitimise, the process of marketisation 

• Quite unlike traditional liberal thought, neoliberalism displays a willingness to use an 

interventionist state to foster/create/coerce/support such a system 

 

Here we seem to have something with at least the potential to be an ‘environmental’ factor along 

the lines Stoker (2006, p.47) talks about: a wholesale change in political and economic structuring 

and discourse, over a period of decades, that eventually begins to seep into the very way that 

citizens conceptualise not only their relationship to the political, but their own identities too. As we 

shall see, neoliberalism has had a profound and lasting impact on how we live and work, how politics 

operates, how entire economies run and indeed the ecosystems of our planet. This at least appears 

to have the explanatory potential to explain why engagement with politics has gone through such 

radical changes over the past few decades, and to ask enough ‘why’ questions in doing so. It also 

avoids blaming individuals for the problem, whether it be voters or politicians, instead focusing on 

systemic factors, that can also be systematically challenged, with voters or politician/party traits 

viewed as clues that point to a wider and deeper issue. 

The next chapter, Chapter 3, introduces the discussion of neoliberalism and, in chapter 4, it will be 

argued that six key impacts particularly pertinent to political engagement emerge from the 

implementation of this doctrine: marketisation and the tension this brings with democratic norms; 

responsibilisation narratives; increased inequality; the changing character of the state through 

privatisation and deregulation; the preference among policy-makers for ‘expert rule’; and repression 
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of labour. It will be argued that the main psychological effects that result, and which underpin and 

define the personal experience of neoliberal policy, are declines in political efficacy and increases in 

individualism. But first, we need to understand what exactly neoliberalism is, and how it came to 

dominate the world. 



58 | P a g e  
 

Chapter 3 - What is Neoliberalism?13 

 
3.1. Introduction 

 
Over the past two chapters, we have seen how youth political engagement has changed since the 

lowering of the voting age to 18 in the 1960’s. The story is one of broad decline in more 

conventional forms of political engagement, union and party membership, voting and so on (with 

some recent counter-trends to this), and a more complicated and incomplete picture when it comes 

to more ‘informal’ forms of engagement, such as protest and social media activism. We’ve also 

toured through some of the common explanations in the literature for changes in political 

engagement, grouping these into ‘demand’, ‘supply’ and ‘environmental’ types. Whilst seeing value 

in some of the explanations emerging from all of these groups, it was argued that to really 

understand broad, decades-spanning change in political behaviour, environmental factors needed to 

be considered – broader political, social, cultural changes in the context in which political 

engagement takes place. The focus of this thesis is one potential, controversial candidate for such an 

environmental explanation: neoliberalism. This chapter will explore the controversy and history of 

the development of this ideology, developing a clear definition of neoliberalism, before moving on, 

in chapter 4, to explaining its relevance to political engagement.  

 

3.2 Three little letters 

 

There is a debate that occasionally occurs in academic disciplines – what we might call a ‘hero or 

zero’ debate – where one side proposes that something is an important, perhaps even crucial 

explanatory tool, what economic historian Phillip Mirwoski terms ‘Something Big’, whilst the other 

side claims that such a thing does not even exist. It might seem that this is a less than fruitful way to 

discuss a topic, where the two sides cannot even agree on the basic framing of the discussion. 

However, Mirowski (2014, 37) argues that this is where: “The really fascinating battles in intellectual 

history tend to occur”. Something interesting and important is happening in these debates, and the 

stakes are perhaps a little higher than is therefore the case for many other academic disputes: 

namely, the very way in which we conceptualise and talk about an issue.  

 
13 I first developed the definition of neoliberalism explored in more detail in this chapter in the paper Allsop, B., 
Briggs, J. and Kisby, B. (2018) Market values and youth political engagement in the UK: Towards an agenda for 
exploring the psychological impacts of Neoliberalism. Societies, 8(4) Available from 
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4698/8/4/95/htm [accessed 5 July 2021] 
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This seems to be a problem that is particularly acute in the social sciences. The social sciences brush 

against (or sometimes fully submerge into) issues of power in society. This means that the terms, 

frames and approaches we use can highlight – and therefore challenge – these power relations, and 

of course cherished political, religious and philosophical beliefs along the way too.). In short, the 

terms, tools and frames social scientists use can have real world impacts by in turn challenging these 

phenomena, something that those who benefit from them will not desire. The mere act of talking 

about neoliberalism, suggesting it exists, that it is ‘Something Big’, challenges it, and in turn, those 

who benefit from it, as well as a bundle of political beliefs along the way. 

This then is one of the biggest of such debates in the social sciences and one that is over just three 

letters – the ‘neo’ of neoliberalism. For some, such as Guardian columnist and author George 

Monbiot, neoliberalism is “the ideology at the root of all our problems”. For him, it has played “a 

major role in a remarkable variety of crises: the financial meltdown of 2007-8, the offshoring of 

wealth and power, of which the Panama Papers offer us merely a glimpse, the slow collapse of 

public health and education, resurgent child poverty, the epidemic of loneliness, the collapse of 

ecosystems, the rise of Donald Trump…” (Monbiot, 2016a). Monbiot is not alone in this wide net of 

causality he attributes to neoliberalism. Neoliberalism has been used as an analytical tool to 

examine a wide range of academic topics, including: feminism (Cornwall, Gideon and Wilson, 2008); 

race (Roberts and Mahtani, 2010), superheroes (Hassler-Forest, 2012; Allsop, 2018); the space race 

(Preecs, 2017); 1990’s early 2000’s Mexican cinema (Prado, 2014); fascism (Cadelli, 2016); and 

scientology (Swainson, 2017), to give but a taste of its extensive palate.14 

For others, however, neoliberalism “has become a deeply problematic and incoherent term that has 

multiple and contradictory meanings” and indeed is used by scholars “to conceive of academic 

economics and a range of economic phenomena that are otherwise beyond their cognitive horizons 

and which they cannot otherwise grasp or evaluate” (Venugopal, 2015, p.165). Even for those who 

see some value in using the term, it is seen as problematic: “Neoliberalism has always been an 

unloved, rascal concept, mainly deployed with pejorative intent, yet at the same time apparently 

increasingly promiscuous in application. For some, it is the spider at the centre of the hegemonic 

web that is worldwide market rule. For others, it is a bloated, jumbo concept of little utility, or 

worse, a cover for crudely deterministic claims tantamount to conspiracy theorising or closet 

structuralism. …” (Peck, 2013, quoted in Byrne, 2017, p.343). Its influence on, links to, or possible 

corrosion or even destruction of an ever-expanding set of objects, ideas, organisations and 

 
14 This is not meant to undermine what in many cases is important scholarly work. Rather, the point is to 
highlight that neoliberalism has been applied as an analytical frame across a wide array of academic topics. 
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mentalities, fills the academic journal and the newspaper column alike, as do the denunciations of 

the agendas and theories of those that write such things. An ever-growing maelstrom of hyperbole, 

accusation and indignation surrounds the term, making the concept, and any useful analytical 

findings using it might reveal, increasingly hard to see.  

But what is it that is being contested here? What is so contentious and complicated about the term 

‘neoliberalism’? Biebricher (2018, p.1) identifies two main problems critics tend to have with the use 

of the term. First, that it is ‘politically biased’, and, second, that it is too vague and fuzzy to be 

meaningful or useful for political or economic analysis. For his part, Biebricher counters these 

challenges with three points. 

First, he argues that at least some of the barriers to clarifying the term neoliberalism stem from 

definitional issues with ‘liberalism’ itself. As evidence, he points to the arguments some make for 

including Thomas Hobbes within the liberal tradition (despite also being the godfather of the 

authoritarian, ‘Leviathan’ state in many accounts), and wildly divergent uses of the term depending 

on which side of the Atlantic you are on. His point here is that if the term ‘liberalism’ can have such 

divergent meanings that different accounts could reach such different conclusions about Hobbes, 

any ‘neo’ variant of liberalism is bound to have a confused and winding historical lineage and at least 

some idiosyncrasies resulting from this. 

Second, whilst Biebricher (2018) agrees that neoliberalism has become a politically loaded term, he 

suggests that this is neither a particularly revelatory fact, nor a crushing condemnation, since most 

words in political discourse suffer from some degree of contestation and biased usage. The 

suggestion that this somehow means we should abandon the use of the word seems to suggest that 

there is the possibility of “unbiased linguistic access to social reality”. Biebricher believes this broadly 

to be incorrect, and it is certainly not a contention very often explicitly defended by the critics of the 

term neoliberalism. Conservatism, liberalism, capitalism – all these terms suffer from some sort of 

fuzziness when scrutinised very closely, yet there is rarely a call to discard such terms from academic 

dialogue entirely. 

Finally, he argues that replacements for neoliberalism, such as ‘capitalism’ or ‘market economies’ 

are too wide or vague to be analytically useful, as these could be employed to describe society at 

any point in the last 200 years. There is value in having a term that describes a more specific period, 

namely, major western economies, to greater or lesser degrees, over the past 40 or so years. 

In addition to suffering from capture by political agendas, and ‘fuzziness’, there are three further 

objections to the use of the term that we will explore here. The first of these is that neoliberal 
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thinkers themselves have historically been divided and have often contradicted one another, with 

‘the movement’ (if we can really ascribe to it a word that evokes such a sense of deliberation and 

cohesion) emerging from a variety of places and for different reasons, rather than there being a 

clear, directed emergence. In what sense can we justify the use of an umbrella term if this is the 

case? This is true, important and often underappreciated. It likely lies behind the misuses of the 

term by many of neoliberalism’s critics. A related critique is that not only has neoliberalism been 

divided in theory, but also in practice.  Many other factors impact how national political economies 

operate, so how useful or accurate is it to describe any regime as ‘neoliberal’? These critiques are, of 

course, in a weak sense absolutely true. All ideologies are only partially implemented, and 

contingent on the local circumstances and historical context, even the personality of the individuals 

pushing them forward. And all have disagreements, internal contradictions and divergent camps of 

thought contained within them. Peck (2010; 2013) has a useful approach to understanding this, 

describing how neoliberalism develops alongside existing political cultures and contexts, never 

looking exactly the same, but always “an open-ended and contradictory process of politically 

assisted market rule” (2010, p.xii) and “although this may be analytically inconvenient, neoliberalism 

can only be found amongst its others, in a state of messy coexistence” (2013, p.139). What this 

doesn’t mean is that there haven’t been attempts by certain key thinkers and institutes to develop 

neoliberalism as a project that, whilst different in different places and times, has certain common 

features or values. We can therefore point to general trends informed by neoliberal approaches to 

the state and so forth. We can even accept that the factors we are attributing to neoliberal forms of 

organising society (market systems, for instance) are brought about by other factors in addition to 

neoliberalism without this diminishing the usefulness of understanding what we mean by 

neoliberalism and applying it as an analytical frame. It just means we have to be conscious of the 

limitations and caveats of such an approach. This thesis will not be arguing that neoliberalism is the 

only relevant factor in political and economic change over the last four decades, merely that it is one 

that warrants research and study, which in the area of political engagement, has to date been 

lacking. 

On a broader note, we can draw inspiration from philosopher Daniel Dennett who, in his work 

‘Intuition Pumps’, talks about a make-do way of talking about things that he prefixes with the word 

‘sorta’ (Dennett, 2013). He introduces it in discussion about the ‘behaviour’ of neurons in the brain, 

describing them ‘competing’ for resources in order to reproduce on a cellular level. He is not really 

suggesting that neurons have a sense of consciousness when they do this, but rather that talking 

about neurons in this way ‘sorta’ works well enough for us to have a meaningful and intelligible 

conversation about them without having to constantly clarify what we mean. We are going to 
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borrow this for our discussion about neoliberalism. We will use terms like ‘neoliberal’ in a ‘sorta’ 

sense that has behind it an understanding that people and governments are not often (if ever) ‘pure’ 

neoliberals, and that ‘neoliberal’ has many flavours and varieties, albeit ones held together by a core 

set of ideas, as detailed below.  

Another issue, often raised by those otherwise critical of the impacts of neoliberalism, is that it 

bundles together too many factors to be useful (and can be demoralising if it is seen as this all-

encompassing force) and that instead we should just focus on the factors that it is being argued 

collectively make up neoliberalism. It is true that caution needs to be used when deciding what we 

include in our definitions of neoliberalism, and that it is a term often used vaguely and haphazardly, 

but this does not outweigh the value in recognising a common ideological and political cause behind 

what otherwise appear as disparate trends and policies. It needs to be recognised on a macro level 

as part of unified (to some degree) political project with a broadly common ideological impetus. As 

Hall puts it: “The term ‘Neoliberalism’ is not a satisfactory one…. However, I think there are enough 

common features to warrant giving it a provisional conceptual identity, provided this is understood 

as a first approximation… I would also argue that naming Neoliberalism is politically necessary to 

give the resistance to its onward march content, focus and a cutting edge” (2011, p.706). 

There is a further caveat we need to consider when using neoliberalism : Peck (2013, p.151) argues 

that when talking about neoliberalism we need “methodological strategies that are pitched 

somewhere between, on the one hand, those finely granulated studies of local neoliberalizations, 

that are characteristically light on extra-local referents or invoke the concept only ambivalently, and 

on the other hand, those sweeping accounts of neoliberal hegemony that are largely abstracted 

from any kind of social or textural specificity and which gloss over uneven development and 

contradictory hybridity”. In short, not being so specific in attention to neoliberal variations and local 

conditions that we miss what the bigger picture is, but also avoiding too sweeping a set of 

generalisations that we lose accuracy. This chapter will attempt to get to a nub of neoliberalism, the 

heart of the project, and will make a fairly limited set of claims about what characterises all flavours 

of neoliberalism, what its motivating force and values are, without diving too deeply into specific 

policy outcomes, that do differ significantly across time and place. The next chapter, Chapter 4, will 

discuss more specific policy directions, but will do so in detail and regarding the UK context 

specifically. Generalised claims about neoliberalism as a whole when taking this more detailed policy 

look will not be made. 

Many of the initial objections to using the term neoliberalism have now been addressed. The 

remaining ones can be answered by developing a clear, concise definition of it. This is the task of the 
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next section. First, we’ll assess the social, economic and political context that modern neoliberal 

thought emerged out of, charting a rough history over the past century, finally arriving at an attempt 

at a concise definition at the end of this chapter. 

 

3.3 Neoliberalism ascendant 

 

It is August 1938 in Paris and, amid the chaos that is Europe on the brink of war, 26 intellectuals 

meet for four long, debate-filled days to discuss what will eventually become an approach to 

political economy that will come to dominate national and international institutions across the 

globe, changing the lives of billions of people. This meeting was the ‘Lippman Colloquium’, formed 

by Louis Rougier, initially to discuss Walter Lippman’s book ‘The Good Society’, which had been 

published the year before (Lippman, 1937). Lippman was an American writer, reporter and 

commentator, and his latest tome was a call to arms for a liberalism in decline, fiercely critiquing 

‘totalitarian’ tendencies in America at the time, the New Deal prime among them (for a more 

detailed look at this meeting, see Biebricher, 2018).  

This text should not, however, be seen as some sort of founding text of neoliberalism, nor should the 

meeting be seen as a singular origin point from which the neoliberalism(s) of today emerge(s) in a 

singular, straight line (Biebricher, 2018, p.13). The intellectual traditions, lines of enquiry and specific 

positions the thinkers in that room drew on existed long before that meeting, and it would be some 

time after before a coherent agenda of reform emerged. The meeting is worthy of historical note, 

however, as a sort of focal point for the fears and frustrations of what would come to be known as 

neoliberalism. The participants of the colloquium were united by a desire to save liberalism from the 

growing threat of ‘collectivism’, which was believed to almost always eventually lead to 

totalitarianism. Indeed, Biebricher (2015, p.256) suggests that key to neoliberalism is this idea of 

acute crisis in liberalism and a desire therefore to salvage (whilst pruning) it should be the basis of 

defining whether something or someone is ‘neoliberal’: “… the agenda of classical liberalism that 

had been eclipsed needed to be revived. However, the crucial presupposition of successful 

resuscitation was a sober assessment and a critical revision of certain elements of the liberal agenda. 

Here we have the neoliberal project in a nutshell: reviving some elements of the liberal agenda while 

abandoning others”.  

Whilst a helpful starting point, this isn’t particularly useful in terms of getting a sense of what 

neoliberalism actually is, and what its advocates believe and do. We would not be very impressed if 
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a doctor examined us and informed us that something was wrong and that something needed to 

change in order to save us, without any further clarification of what those things were. Biebricher 

has built on this definition in more recent works, however, suggesting in addition that from the 

Colloquium onwards there is shared amongst neoliberals a common concern with figuring out what 

is necessary to retain well-functioning markets, answers to which have generated a surprisingly 

varied number of responses (Biebricher, 2018, p.26). This begins to give us a more fruitful basis in 

defining, clearly and distinctly, what neoliberalism is. 

But why the fear for the liberal order, and why then? The world of 1938 had in recent memory been 

rocked by a brutal war that had unleashed devastation across continents on a scale and with an 

efficiency never before seen, flying in the face of supposedly more orderly and humane liberal 

values, and of course disrupting global markets. The world now stood poised on the edge of a 

second such war. Totalitarian regimes were emerging across the world, with fascism in central and 

southern Europe and communism to the East. The First World War had dispelled the arguments of 

the impossibility of socialist planning, given the huge mobilisations and central planning of 

governments even in the western liberal democracies. This was followed by the growing role of 

Keynesian,15 interventionist economics in western democracies, triggered by the Great Depression 

(another catastrophic event that was perceived as a signal of classical liberalism’s failure) and 

greater demands from working class citizens for equality and redistributive policies (Biebricher, 2018 

discusses these and other causes at greater length). Dardot and Laval (2014, p.21) trace this crisis 

period of liberal capitalism at least as far back as the 1880’s, when ‘Social Darwinism’ emerged as 

the key turning point in late 19th century liberalism. Here, national protection supersedes the 

‘mutual benefit’ of trade and markets (that functioned well by using competition) to ‘competitive’ 

survival of the fittest where there are winners and losers. This is, apparently, for the good of society 

and was used by Spencer and his followers to strongly critique government intervention. Some 

liberals, however, felt that this was the start of a crisis in the legitimacy of liberalism. As Biebricher 

(2015, p.256) summarises: “economic liberalism underwent a radicalization towards the maxim of 

laissez-faire... From the perspective of the neoliberals at the Colloquium the theoretical and practical 

drift towards laissez-faire resulted in the increasing dominance of trusts, cartels and monopolies in 

markets by the turn of the century. It was partly due to the unbridled market power of these 

 
15 Or what came to eventually be seen as Keynesian. His key intellectual work, ‘General Theory of Employment, 
Interest and Money’ (Keynes, 1936) was only published in 1936. The vein of his ideas, of the government 
accepting a larger role in aiding the welfare and education of its citizens, as well as playing a role in the 
development of the national economy, was certainly becoming more of a reality in the 1930’s, even if this was 
not, of course, entirely attributable to the influence of Keynes himself. 
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consortia, argued many of the participants, that the scale and severity of the recurring economic 

crises had grown so tremendously, culminating in the Great Depression at the end of the 1920s.” 

The response to this brand of liberalism marks the major split between participants at the Lippman 

Colloquium. There was considerable disagreement over how to deal with the crisis of liberalism, 

rooted in different prognoses of its cause. These differences can be broadly collated into two camps 

(Dardot and Laval, 2014, p.53). On one side, there were those (Hayek and von Mises prominent 

amongst them) that argued the problems with liberalism stemmed from government intervention, 

arguing that this led to monopolies and therefore crises. This essentially amounted to an attempt to 

resuscitate traditional classical liberal theory, whilst critiquing how it had been implemented in 

practice in recent years. Others (such as Lippman) offered a deeper analysis, arguing that classical 

liberalism itself was part of the problem. This laissez-faire, small-state approach, rooted in myths 

about the naturalness of markets and natural rights (like property) was briefly a force of revolution 

against the ancient regime, but had become liberalism’s form of conservatism, protecting those with 

property, leaving liberals as defenders of all the system’s ills and what is primarily a negative 

philosophy. The classical liberal’s key mistake, this side argued, was in not realising that all market 

forces are brought about by legal and social rules. Corporations, businesses, trade, property – none 

of this is ‘natural’, all are legal entities, brought about by legislation, by the state. Furthermore, 

liberalism needed to recognise that the economic happened within and through and along with 

political and social and cultural factors and trends. Liberalism needed a social, moral and political 

framework to accompany it. How humans thought and acted must be changed, and the state must 

bring this change about (Dardot and Laval, 2014, p.62-5). 

This gives us the first of our four key characteristics of neoliberalism - the need for a strong, 

interventionist state. This seems paradoxical to common understandings of neoliberal thought, and 

indeed many of the comments of individuals who would be labelled by their critics as neoliberal. 

There are two reasons for this: common misunderstandings about what neoliberalism is, and 

genuine contradictions and disagreements within neoliberal thought itself. Biebricher (2018) 

explores this tension in the second chapter of his work on neoliberalism, arguing that neoliberal 

theory has provided many techniques for restraining the ‘productive’ capacity of the state, such as 

through balanced budget requirements and decentralising decision making (whether this is 

downwards through federalism and the devolution of powers, or upwards through supranational 

formations). But it has also been clear in the need for a ‘unitary will’ that lends itself towards an 

authoritarian state, above and immune to special interests. This is perhaps the greatest tension in 

neoliberal thought. Its relationship with and view of the state, at once profoundly mistrusted but 

also pragmatically vital to achieve its ends. As we will see in this chapter and the next, neoliberals 
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differ considerably on how the state should intervene in the economy, and how it should operate 

and structure itself. But a common thread in neoliberal thought is in accepting that the state has an 

important role to play in crafting and ensuring the sort of society neoliberals want, rather than it 

simply needing to ‘get out of the way’.  

This isn’t to say that an interventionist state is unique to neoliberalism, even amongst varieties of 

liberalism. The history of capitalism is replete with market systems being actively and coercively 

developed by the state. In particular, this is how market systems came to be developed in England in 

many spheres (Wood, 2002; 2016). Gray (2009) argues that the ‘free market’,16 which he 

distinguishes from other sorts of market economies, despite the claims of many of its supporters, is 

an aberration from the natural order. He argues that if left to their own devices, in most cases 

markets will almost always be embedded in social life, influencing but also constrained by a variety 

of factors. Natural barriers to where the market can go will form, price restrictions will develop, 

regulations will emerge that constrain and embed markets within a wider set of cultural norms and 

values. It is the creation of a ‘free market’ theoretically free from such cultural and social constraints, 

that is unnatural and requires a powerful central state to coercively and at times violently enforce it. 

This leads Gray to conclude that democracy and the ‘free market’ are enemies, not allies, and he 

sees this battle happening in two periods – the ‘laissez-faire’ period of 1840-1870, and the period 

following Margaret Thatcher’s ascension to the premiership in the UK in 1979.  

The point here is twofold: firstly, that, unique or not, coercive state power being utilised to create 

market systems is still a key characteristic of neoliberal thought, integral to it as a political project, 

and secondly, that the degree to which this is practically enforced and theoretically recognised 

distinguishes neoliberalism from both the post-war consensus and many modern assumptions 

about, and variants of, liberalism. There is also a qualitative difference between the means 

employed here, even if we accept classical liberalism involved an invasive state in some forms: 

“whereas in the era of classical liberalism the market was an autonomous, self-regulating sphere 

which good government ought to respect and keep a safe distance from, in the era of neoliberalism 

(and especially in Anglo-American forms of neoliberalism) the market becomes the principle upon 

which the whole rest of society is remodelled” (Byrne, 2017, p.349, emphasis mine).  

Whilst both sides of the debate, the Hayekian distrust and blaming of state intervention and the 

Lippmanian scorn for laissez-faire, have influenced the development of neoliberal theory, it is the 

 
16 Whilst this thesis argues against a simplistic understanding of neoliberalism as ‘free markets’ where state 
power is stripped back or moved out of the way for markets to flourish, Gray (2009) uses the term free market 
within a wider understanding that neoliberalism involved coercive and invasive state power to create what he 
chooses to call ‘free markets’.  
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latter of the two that has perhaps given it its distinctiveness and political success. This was rooted in 

a break with classical liberalism in the understanding of how market systems came to be: “Far from 

flourishing when left alone, the economy must be directed, buttressed, and protected by law and 

policy as well as by the dissemination of social norms designed to facilitate competition, free trade, 

and rational economic action on the part of every member and institution of society” (Brown, 2003, 

p.41). Brown makes a further distinction between traditional forms of liberalism and neoliberalism – 

a distinction that highlights why this dogged pursuit of markets is so important to neoliberals. She 

distinguishes between economic liberalism (free markets, the right to private property and so on) 

and political liberalism (the right to vote, free speech, and in some incarnations, the state securing 

individual liberty, which has some scope for state welfare, education etc.) arguing that the liberalism 

in neoliberalism is purely of an economic kind.17 This is significant, crucial even: the respect for 

economic, but not political, liberty, leads to justification for the encroachment of the latter in favour 

of the former: “Neoliberal rationality, while foregrounding the market, is not only or even primarily 

focused on the economy; it involves extending and disseminating market values to all institutions 

and social action….” (Brown, 2003, p.39-40, emphasis in original).  

This gives us the second of our key characteristics of neoliberalism, the reason the power of the 

state is needed – the diffusion of market or market-like systems into as many areas of human 

activity as possible. Perhaps the most clearly articulated argument for the beauty of the market 

system comes from Hayek himself. In1944 when Hayek published ‘The Road to Serfdom’, a landmark 

text in neoliberal thought, he argues that the restraining of democracy and state intervention in the 

economy (but not, of course, its role in advancing market forces) is needed because state 

intervention leads to tyranny and despotism (this was written, of course, in the context of Nazism in 

Germany and Stalinism in Soviet Russia) and can be subject to control by special interests. State 

intervention requires “that the will of a small minority be imposed upon the people” (Hayek, 1944, 

p.109) and centralised control is largely inefficient compared to the emergent properties of markets. 

Hayek did see some role for the state, but that this role should be very limited, only covering “fields 

where agreement among a majority could be achieved by free discussion” and argued that only 

under capitalism was democracy possible (1944, p.110). This is a line of thinking continued by 

theorists such as Buchanan and Tollison (1984) through ‘Public Choice Theory’, a school of thought 

 
17 Note, Wood (2016, p.19-48) argues that this sort of distinction, this separation between the economic and 
the political, is only possible within a capitalist society. In, say, a feudal society, economic and political power 
are equated. Wood also highlights that during the emergence of capitalism in rural England in the 1600’s, 
market systems were deliberately created, and individuals were forced, often against their will, to rely on them. 
In this sense, neoliberalism can be seen as completing, or at least advancing further, a project inherent in 
capitalist modes of production – coercive market forces dominating more areas of life.  
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deeply sceptical about collective decision making due to how the ‘special interests’ of public 

servants, lobbyists and politicians will always interfere with the common good. 

This tells us why neoliberals might distrust collective or central decision making, i.e. the state, but 

not necessarily why the market is seen as the better alternative. Key for Hayek was the idea of the 

market as an ‘information processor’ that would almost always be more efficient than any amount 

of expertise (or democratic oversight) marshalled by a centralised bureaucracy. The small decisions 

we make every day in our purchases express what we want, and promote what is more efficient, far 

better than any group of elected officials and bureaucrats could. This is borne out of Hayek’s 

approach to epistemology (Biebricher, 2018). He is deeply critical of what he sees as ‘scientism’. He 

believes that whilst there are broad patterns in human and social behaviour that can be ascertained 

and understood by social science, minute, specific predictions are not possible. Human actions on 

this scale are simply too complex for us to ever make detailed, specific predictions, hence why 

socialism and centralised planning cannot work: “Modern economics explains how much an 

extended order… constitutes an information gathering process…that no central planning agency, let 

alone any individual, could know as a whole, possess, or control…” (Hayek, 1988, p.14-15 quoted in 

Zuboff, 2019, p.38). Hayek does accept that the recognition of these patterns could be helpful in 

policy design, but only in terms of creating a useful ‘environment’, as a gardener would, as opposed 

to an engineer. In short, a government can facilitate a useful ‘environment’ for market systems, but 

it cannot directly engineer specific results (Biebricher, 2018, p.132).  

Neoliberal thinkers are, however, arranged along a spectrum in terms of the role they ascribe to 

science in policy making, partly rooted in their views about the ability of social science to be able to 

predict human behaviour and system outcomes. Hayek actually falls somewhere between two 

extremes, ascribing a limited role for policy intervention, with Buchanan and his extreme distrust of 

public servants and politicians, and his belief that science and politics are ‘institutionally different’ 

(one about searching for objective truth, the other about compromise between different value 

judgments), falling on the most pessimistic end of the ability of science to properly influence public 

policy (see Biebricher, 2018 for a fuller review). On the other end are those such as Rustow and 

Eucken who see a form of ‘expert rule’ being able to depoliticise vast swathes of public policy and 

ensure market systems prosper. This is the only way of ensuring ‘stability’ in a politics otherwise 

dominated by self-interested actors (although scientists are seen as somehow above such selfish 

motives). These latter two thinkers can be seen as linking to an early strand of neoliberal thinking 

termed ‘ordo-liberalism’, that developed in post-war Germany, which was particularly marked by the 

experiences (failures) of Weimar Germany and the rise of the Nazi state (Biebricher, 2018). Ordo-

liberalism (based on the idea of rule through ‘order’) ensured post-war West Germany proceeded 
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along market-based economic lines. Ordo-liberal ‘ordering’ policy is essentially concerned with 

setting a legal framework for competitive market economies through ‘shaping the data’ in Eucken’s 

terminology. This includes ‘social and economic organisation data’ (rules of the game – free trade, 

and working on people’s mentalities are included here) and ‘material data’, such as infrastructure 

and human resources (self-enhancement through training, education etc.) (Biebricher, 2018). In 

short, crafting ‘regulatory’ policy that does not intervene directly in ‘the process’ but attempts to 

remove obstacles to free competition. Dardot and Laval (2014, p.100) argue that the ultimate 

contribution of this strand to neoliberal thought was the idea of state policy being to focus on 

individuals organising themselves and the idea of the business of the state being to ‘order’ policy, i.e. 

foster rules for competition.  

All of these positions have obvious implications for the relationship neoliberalism has with 

democracy – primarily (although not universally) a negative one. Different strands of neoliberal 

thought have different views on how much good social science can influence public policy, but all 

desire more competitive systems and some restraints on, or at least changes to democracy, to 

achieve that. Biebricher (2018) identifies several reasons why neoliberals tend to wish to supplant 

democracy with market systems. One of these is the severity of losing. In a market system, it is 

argued, if you ‘vote’ (buy something), then you have it. Your having what you want doesn’t depend 

on the actions of others in the same way that voting, where one requires significant agreement from 

other citizens, does. As Buchanan puts it “a dollar vote is never over-ruled” (Buchanan, 1954, p.339, 

cited in Biebricher 2018, p.99). The fact that you cannot split your vote amongst multiple candidates 

(but you can choose to spend your money on multiple products if you wish) and that you often vote 

for large bundles of policies (as opposed to buying one specific product) are two related arguments 

marshalled by neoliberals too, criticising the indivisibility of a vote. 

There is an obvious remedy to these criticisms of democracy. The attack describes what seems to be 

a sort of majoritarian system, similar to the sort of democracy that operates in the UK currently with 

the first past the post system, but a more proportional system would at least mitigate these issues, 

with citizens being able to preference rank multiple candidates and those parties that do not win 

outright still potentially gain some representation in parliament. Even without proposing full scale 

electoral reform, however, even on their own terms these arguments are shaky. For example, is it 

true that one can get what one wants in a market, even if one is outvoted? The whole point of a 

market is competition, and in competitions there are winners and losers. If your preferred company 

is consistently ‘out-voted’ by its rivals, then that company will likely go out of business in the long-

term and you won’t then be able to buy your preferred product anymore. This could end up being 

worse than under a democratic system, where there are periodic elections in which you can try 
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again. Once the production of a certain product ceases, there could be considerable economic costs 

to restarting it again, deterring any would-be resuscitators.  

The second cluster of arguments neoliberals marshal against democracy concern accountability – of 

those elected but also of those electing. The former is straight forward. Markets are operating 

continuously and so companies and other market actors are continually receiving feedback, rewards 

and punishments for their actions, whereas elections only take place sporadically, leading to less 

responsive and accountable actors. For electors, the argument is that in an election the chance that 

their vote will make a difference is vanishingly small (and one could add that costs are collectively 

born), so there is less incentive to research votes accordingly (this is in essence an offspring of the 

Rational Choice Theory application to voting behaviour encountered in Chapter 2). Markets, by 

contrast, almost by definition, are designed to make sure individuals and individuals alone bear the 

costs of their successes and failures, and therefore the incentive to ‘get it right’ is higher.  

The obvious problem with all of these arguments is that they ignore the issue of equality. In modern 

democracies everyone has one vote and one vote only. In a market votes are dollars, and these are 

not equally spread amongst the populace, meaning some individuals will get a greater say and 

influence than others, by virtue of being rich. Another issue that plagues such economistic accounts 

of human behaviour is the assumption of human rationality. But do voters really approach elections 

making such careful, costed calculations? Are public officials really all so selfish and unconcerned by 

moral values and good political ethics? Regardless of their merits, these differing views on the role 

and ultimate capacity of science and democracy, and how this therefore impacts political agendas, 

plays out across neoliberalism’s history. All neoliberals, however, share a desire for more efficient 

and abundant market systems, and accept some role for the state in ensuring these, at times 

advocating the reigning in of democratic elements that could interfere with this aim.  

Dardot and Laval (2014, p.47) argue that the underlying concern here is for more ‘competitive’ 

systems. Competition becomes ‘cardinal principle of social and individual existence’, deployed by 

advocates of neoliberal policy, giving us our third key characteristic. These traditions differ in how 

they view knowledge creation, what role they ascribe to economists and how they view the role and 

capacity of the state, but they all agree on the desire for competitive processes to suffuse 

throughout society, on a greater level than before, as a superior form of societal organisation. 

Mirowski (2014, p.59) explains just how much the value of competition comes to dominate under 

neoliberal politics: “[…] the timeworn conventional complaint that economics is too pigheadedly 

methodologically individualist does not begin to scratch the neoliberal program. “Individuals” are 

merely evanescent projects from a neoliberal perspective […] something as small as a gene or as 
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large as a nation state is equally engaged in entrepreneurial strategic pursuit of advantage, since the 

“individual” is no longer a privileged ontological platform”. As we’ll see in a moment, competition 

can, and indeed under neoliberalism does, occur between individuals (disciplining individuals to act 

in such a way is a crucial aspect of the neoliberal project), but competition also happens between 

businesses, political parties, governments - at all levels, between all entities. 

In 1947, the ‘Mount Pelerin Society’ (MPS) (named after the Swiss resort they first met in) was 

founded to formalise the fledgling network of neoliberal thinkers and advance their ideas, with 

Hayek at the helm. His concern was very much for saving the term ‘liberal’, but not without it 

changing, not without reflecting on its failures and correcting it. To do this a “great intellectual task” 

was needed, one that: “involves both purging traditional liberal theory of certain accidental 

accretions, which have become attached to it in the course of time, and also facing up to some real 

problems which an over-simplified liberalism has shirked or which have become apparent only since 

it has turned into a somewhat stationary and rigid creed” (Hayek, 1992, p.237-238). From this point 

on the movement grew through cultural and academic endeavours and the founding of institutions 

and think tanks such as the Cato Institute, the Centre for Policy Studies, the Heritage Foundation, the 

Institute for Economic Affairs and the Adam Smith Institute (Monbiot, 2016b). Mirowski (2014, p.43-

50) terms this the ‘Neoliberal Thought Collective’ (NTC), which developed like a ‘Russian doll’ around 

a core that was the MPS, with more and more layers of think tanks and academic departments being 

added over time, divergent in specifics but united by a core approach to political economy. 

Throughout the following decades various heads of state, finance ministers and heads of major 

financial institutes became members of the MPS, whilst others became ‘students’ to the society’s 

more prominent members, such as Hayek, Friedman and Von Mises (Standing, 2016, p.243-256).  

Key among these Russian doll layers was the University of Chicago’s Law and Economics 

departments, the eventual home of Milton Friedman. The ‘Chicago Boys’, led by Friedman, 

eventually became a key set of intellectuals who, over a number of decades, did much to spread 

neoliberal thinking around the globe. In many ways, however, the Chicago School radicalised the 

earlier neoliberalism of Hayek, doing much to develop the idea of the interventionist state (a 

position over which Hayek always ranked amongst the more sceptical), and in particular radically 

changing the discipline of academic law at Chicago so that it was primarily concerned with 

‘efficiency’, rather than ethics, and observable, empirical data as opposed to moral concerns  

(Davies, 2014) - as Davies (p.26) describes it, “the neoliberal disenchantment of politics by 

economics”. There developed an ‘economization’ of legal thinking and institutions, with lawyers 

thinking and acting like economists and law becoming about efficient and ‘aggregate’ welfare, about 

what law does to ‘incentives’ and stripped of normative assumptions, bringing in the inefficient, self-
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interest model of Hayek to question judges and lawyers (but never their own economists). 

Competition under earlier neoliberal thought meant breaking up monopolies. Legal culture in the US 

embraced this before the 1970’s, where lawyers were often suspicious of large companies and 

sought to find evidence in official files of intent to disrupt the market. Chicago thinkers changed this, 

and perceived competition as being judged by dispassionate, objective economic criteria – primarily 

the overall efficiency of the market – so big firms could be more efficient than lots of smaller ones 

and therefore were not automatically less competitive (Davies, 2014, p.88-92). Competition was now 

about efficiency (shakily defined) - a market with one big monopoly that produces more efficiently 

was, bizarrely, seen as more ‘competitive’. This new take on competition and its focus on efficiency 

was one part of how the neoliberal project came to focus on moulding citizen behaviour, and also 

highlights how neoliberalism came to be increasingly useful to big business. 

A second influence is evident in Hayek’s ‘The Constitution of Liberty’, published in 1960, where he 

argues that ‘the majority’ cannot be allowed to influence the direction of society. It espouses instead 

a “heroic narrative of extreme wealth” (Monbiot, 2016b, p.32), in which Hayek equates the wealthy 

with scientists and philosophers, arguing that the rich should be free to do as they wish in order to 

drive society forward. This view of entrepreneurs as drivers of progress helps explain neoliberalism’s 

desire for individuals to be repeat ‘risk-takers’, burdening this risk themselves (rather than extensive 

safety nets developed by collective provision in the form of a welfare state and centralised risk 

taking by the state in the form of public investment), constantly enhancing and improving 

themselves, or in a language familiar to anyone who has worked or studied in universities in recent 

years, developing their ‘human capital’..  

By the 1970’s, Keynesianism, the ruling economic and political paradigm since the end of the second 

world war, was in trouble, with an oil shock and the ‘stagflation’ (stagnant economic growth 

combined with inflation in the money supply) crisis engulfing many western democracies. 

Keynesianism was rooted in intimate government interference in the economy (politicians playing 

engineers rather than gardeners in Hayek’s terminology), and of course principles of collective 

provision and centralised decision making, with strong trade unions having a seat at the table and 

wage levels kept high. This paradigm’s apparent failure18 must have been music to the ears of 

neoliberals – their time had come.. Prime Minister Callaghan in the UK and President Carter in the 

US began to bring in policies that had the effect of union and wage repression and fiscal 

consolidation. In 1971, President Nixon in the US abandoned the gold standard, a move that Mason 

 
18 The much heralded ‘failure’ of Keynesianism is questionable. Price wars from the OPEC countries pushing up 
the price of oil, as well as the move away from the gold standard are important factors to consider outside of 
any flaws of Keynesian economics.   



73 | P a g e  
 

(2016, p.10-11) pinpoints as paving the way for neoliberalism, as it ushered in the era of speculative 

finance and fiat money. In 1975, Margaret Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party and, 

legend has it, slammed a copy of Hayek’s ‘The Constitution of Liberty’ on the table at a Conservative 

Party strategy meeting and stated, ‘this is what we believe’ (Monbiot, 2016b). 

The first real test beds for neoliberal policy were also witnessed in this decade. In 1973, General 

Pinochet, backed by the CIA, took power after a violent coup in Chile, toppling a democratically 

elected socialist government. A rapid succession of neoliberal policies, intellectually bolstered by 

leading neoliberal Milton Friedman and his ‘Chicago Boys’, were utilised across the country, and 

watched closely by politicians in the West19 (Klein, 2007). These included financial liberalisation, 

privatisation and the removal of tariffs in order to foster ‘free trade’. In 1975, the city of New York 

faced a deep fiscal crisis, in which the debtors (financial sector bankers) refuse to offer more time or 

debt relief, instead imposing strict demands on the city, including: “curbing the aspirations of 

municipal unions, layoffs in public employment, wage freezes, cutbacks in social provision 

(education, public health, and transport services), and the imposition of user fees (tuition fees were 

introduced in the CUNY university system for the first time). The bailout entailed the construction of 

new institutions that had first rights to city tax revenues in order to pay off bond holders: whatever 

was left went into the city budget for essential services” (Harvey, 2007b, p.30). 

In 1979, Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister in the UK, and, particularly in her second term, 

embarked upon a variant of neoliberal-infused reforms, including reducing welfare spending,20 and 

introducing privatisation and, deregulation and engaging in aggressive attacks on trade unions, 

immortalised in the confrontation with the miners during the 1984 strike. This was matched across 

the Atlantic by Ronald Reagan’s premiership, with Volcker (Chair of the Federal Reserve) and his de-

inflationary policies providing the economic framework of his administration (with Reagan’s fight 

against the air traffic controllers offering a mirror image of the pitched battle Thatcher raged across 

the Atlantic). Throughout this period, powerful international institutions including the International 

Monetary Fund and the World Bank began to push neoliberal policies, with loans and structural 

assistance to developing (and sometimes developed) countries often coming with the requirement 

for fiscal consolidation and extensive ‘competitive’ reforms (Dardot & Laval, p.154). Dardot and Laval 

(2014) argue that what is less understood about the ‘New Right’ in this period, beyond the standard 

macro-economic policy that shares continuities with classical liberalism, is the ‘disciplinary nature’ of 

 
19 Thatcher was a firm friend of Pinochet for many years. 
20 In this policy, unlike the others, Thatcher was less successful. Whilst a number of cuts to welfare budgets 
were introduced during her time in office, overall expenditure on welfare remained relatively unchanged (Hills, 
1998).  
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the state, crafting individuals into a certain model of behaviour. The reductions in collective 

provision directly from the state and the repression of trade unions have a common theme, 

intellectually backed by the efficiency mantras of the Chicago school and Hayek’s heroic 

entrepreneur – the individualisation of welfare and responsibility.  

We have here our fourth and final key characteristic of neoliberalism – the entrepreneurial self. As 

Gilbert (2013, 9) puts it: “… neoliberalism, from the moment of its inception, advocates a 

programme of deliberate intervention by government in order to encourage particular types of 

entrepreneurial, competitive and commercial behaviour in its citizens, ultimately arguing for the 

management of populations with the aim of cultivating the type of individualistic, competitive, 

acquisitive and entrepreneurial behaviour”. Of particular interest here is that Gilbert goes on to 

suggest that the “liberal tradition” typically saw this cultivation as unnecessary – that it was the 

“natural condition of civilised humanity” – as noted above, neoliberalism requires an active 

moulding and shaping of human behaviour, an interventionist project. Gilbert describes the success 

of neoliberalism in this ‘management of individuals’: where traditional ideologies are challenged in 

modern times by the ‘fragmentation of the social world’, neoliberalism and it’s vision of individuals 

competing through market systems thrives. This is advanced through a variety of different policy 

areas, such as: “privatisation of public assets, contraction and centralisation of democratic 

institutions, deregulation of labour markets, reductions in progressive taxation, restrictions on 

labour organisation, labour market deregulation, active encouragement of competitive and 

entrepreneurial modes of relation across the public and commercial sectors” (Gilbert, 2013, p.11-

12). In the labour market, this can look like more rigorous administration, constant target setting, 

work-life encroaching increasingly on personal life, constant retraining, ‘employability’ increasingly 

becoming a focus in universities, and less job security. The aim is individuals taking more personal 

responsibility for their welfare and conditions, constantly looking to improve and adapt and 

compete.  

Dardot and Laval (2014) argue, similarly to Gilbert, that key to neoliberalism is a process of 

‘discipline’, obliging people to ‘choose’ from a range of products and services (even those provided 

by public bodies that were once monopolies), forcing them into market transactions, to be 

‘maximisers’ and ‘risk takers’. They argue that this has resulted in higher unemployment and job 

insecurity, competition between wage-earners too, and the individualisation of wage levels, eroding 

workplace solidarity. The ultimate aim here is self-discipline, where individuals internalise these 

behaviours. We police ourselves to do these things. They contend that it is incorrect, as 

neoliberalism’s proponents often do, to see this movement as a way of releasing individuals from 

the ‘iron cage’ of capitalist economy and that if anything it is more controlling, enabling, indeed 
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forcing, individuals to create their own mini ‘iron cages’. People have to act as ‘mini enterprises’ 

themselves. Their labour is a product, and they are strategizing entities working towards life goals by 

constantly investing, improving, networking, marketing and gaining skills. Everyone now is an 

entrepreneur, and their business is themselves. Key to this process is that we now must take full 

responsibility for everything that happens to us. Risk is individualised, and (in the extreme) all forms 

of mutual aid stripped away. In its place is ‘choice’. The ungovernable world, because it is global, has 

to be adapted to instead. If this does not happen, it is the fault of the individual, and the individual 

alone.  

Zuboff (2019) brands this as an ideology of ‘individualism’, which she differentiates from a more 

liberating individualisation brought about by the era of mass production, that taught us to self-

realise, to strive for our own destiny, a self-realisation now thwarted by the social and economic 

consequences of neoliberalism’s denial of collective provision and staggering inequality. This 

individualism is instead rooted in constant competition with one another, and dogged self-reliance. 

Zuboff argues that market economies in the past were chained by democracy and collective decision 

making, but under neoliberalism this is gone. Instead of the promised freedom of liberation from the 

state (which, as we have seen above, is changed more than gone) human agency is now shackled to 

serving market forces:21 “The absolute authority of market forces would be enshrined as the 

ultimate source of imperative control, displacing democratic contest deliberation with an ideology of 

atomized individuals sentenced to perpetual competition for scarce resources. The disciplines of 

competitive markets promised to quiet unruly individuals and even transform them back into 

subjects too preoccupied with survival to complain” (Zuboff, 2019, p.38). 

This belief in the ungovernability of the modern world, and need for adaptation instead, 

characterises the Blair government’s approach when in office from 1997 onwards. Legget (2009, 

p.66, in Griffiths and Hickson) describes how the Blair government was not willing to challenge 

broader social changes (read neoliberalism), and what they perceived as their “powerlessness in the 

face of global forces”, opting instead for steering citizens through them, with a focus on ‘human 

capital’ and skilling the population (Blair’s famous ‘education, education, education’ mantra is seen 

as part of this process, due to an apparent switch to a ‘knowledge-based’ economy in the 1990’s). 

This was based on the ‘reductive sociology’ of Anthony Giddens’s Third Way’ (1998) an attempt to 

blend neoliberalism and social democracy, taking, apparently, the best from each. Government 

 
21 Zuboff (2019) explores this in her book The Age of Surveillance Capitalism with particular regard to the 
development of a set of practices by the likes of Google and Facebook that she terms ‘surveillance capitalism’, 
where our actions and behaviours on the internet are increasingly mined as a source of profit for private 
companies, our freedom and right to privacy undermined by market imperatives.  
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policy and rhetoric under ‘New Labour’ was directed towards empowerment of consumers, rather 

than citizens – consumer choice, rather than local democracy, was to be the way to improve services 

(Clarke, 2005, p.449). This was evident in policies such as replacing unemployment benefits with a 

conditional jobseekers’ allowance, the introduction of compulsory workfare programmes, and 

tuition fees for higher education (Allsop, Briggs and Kisby, 2018).  

‘Economic rationality’ extends further throughout society and forces a new level of responsibility 

onto subjects, in turn ‘depoliticising’ society: “… a “mismanaged life,” the neoliberal appellation for 

failure to navigate impediments to prosperity, becomes a new mode of depoliticizing social and 

economic powers and at the same time reduces political citizenship to an unprecedented degree of 

passivity and political complacency […]The body politic ceases to be a body but is rather a group of 

individual entrepreneurs and consumers” (Brown 2003, p.42- 43). This appears to now be a global 

phenomenon. The global stage resembles what has come to be referred to as a ‘neoliberal 

hegemony’ (Harvey, 2007b) but one brought about not through the truth of its ideas, rigorously 

tested, but rather one developed coercively. Somewhat ironically neoliberalism takes Marx’s old 

axiom of the point of science being to change society very seriously. It is an activist academic 

project, one that aims for a transformation of economic and political life – its aim is not to describe 

or explain but to change, with ‘experts’ taking a central role in this process. As Simon Clarke (2005, 

p.58) notes: “The point for neoliberalism is not to make a model that is more adequate to the real 

world, but to make the real world more adequate to its model. This is not merely an intellectual 

fantasy, it is a very real political project, to realise which neoliberalism has conquered the 

commanding heights of global intellectual, political and economic power, all of which are mobilised 

to realise the neoliberal project of subjecting the whole world’s population to the judgement and 

morality of capital.” 

 

3.4 So what is neoliberalism? 

 

Following this brief summary of the history of the rise of neoliberal thought and practice, it is clear 

that neoliberalism is a far more diverse and nuanced set of thoughts and practices than its critics 

often portray it to be. In addition, like any ideology, it has its own inconsistencies and contradictions, 

and its own idiosyncrasies when implemented too. It has been argued here, however, that these 

caveats aside it is possible to summarise neoliberalism as being characterised by four broad 

principles: 
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An invasive state - Neoliberalism has shed itself of the naive assumption that markets emerge 

naturally, as a systemic expression of innate human tendencies, and instead advocates for an 

activist, interventionist state that actively fosters markets, market-like systems and competitive, 

individualistic, self-enhancing subjectivities amongst the citizenry. This is the starting point for 

neoliberalism, an uneasy recognition that their project starts with the capture of state power, and 

the use of its resources to develop neoliberal aims.  

Diffusion of market or market-like systems – The market, or competitive systems that closely 

resemble market functions, are seen as, in most cases, inherently better decision makers than 

centralised or collective deliberations, and are to be developed, enhanced and actively created, in as 

many areas as possible. This is the ultimate aim of neoliberal policy. 

Competition – Competition is elevated to the level of a universal value applicable to all spheres of 

human activity (Dardot and Laval, 2014). This happens on an individual level, but also at every 

conceivable level of organisation, both within and between firms and even governments themselves 

(Mirowski, 2014).  It ultimately fosters “the individualised worker and consumer, creating 

themselves anew as ‘human capital’ every morning and competing ferociously with each other” 

(Mason, 2016, p.24). This is the ‘why’ of neoliberalism, the value system at the heart of the project. 

The entrepreneurial self – The neoliberal subject is to have a fluid identity, constantly acquiring, 

developing, switching between and developing new skills, identities and traits in order to compete in 

the global marketplace. Citizens are to be more self-reliant, assuming more personal risk, competing 

against one another as rational entrepreneurs, constantly improving and honing themselves in order 

to compete better. Collective provision for welfare, education and health is discouraged or moulded 

in such a way as to encourage more personal responsibility (Mirowski, 2014). The success of creating 

competitive, market systems relies on this step – individuals eventually embracing and internalising 

competitive, individualised values, at least enough so that they participate in the more competitive 

systems.  

Neoliberalism at once reduces and constrains the state, but concurrently advances its powers. It 

reduces its scope and the potential for collective democratic intervention but enforces a rigidly 

individualist, consumerist, market-driven ideology into almost all areas. Areas of policy are farmed 

out to unelected and unaccountable bodies, areas of state provision are handed over to private 

corporations or cut altogether and debt is privatised, whilst the state’s intrusion into other sectors 

that do not conform to market philosophy is intensified. State success is increasingly measured in 

terms of narrow economic indicators, and the conception of collective, democratic decision-making, 

shaping and improving society, is largely abandoned. Citizens are increasingly viewed as consumers, 
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or competing market actors, constantly having to take on new skills, new risks and new identities, 

engaging in an eternal competition for resources, prestige…survival. This has the consequence of 

profoundly disrupting the citizenry’s belief in the efficacy of government action regarding a number 

of social outcomes and atomises individuals whilst also profoundly tilting the reins of power and 

wealth into the hands of a few, exacerbating inequality and a variety of attendant social problems.  

A brief example will perhaps help to clarify what has so far been a rather abstract discussion. What 

follows will be a discussion of the changes to higher education in the UK over the past few decades, 

which it will be argued have at least to some degree been inspired by neoliberal ideology. This will 

be useful to explore the processes described above in a real-world example, and higher education 

specifically is a key site in which neoliberalism’s project is able to shape and mould the formative 

experiences of young people in the UK today – it is a key site of interest for many (although certainly 

not all) of the young people the rest of this thesis will be discussing. 

The UK higher education sector has a long history in which it has pursued numerous different 

political and educational agendas, with varying success. From training those destined for the church, 

to inculcating young men into the dominant culture of the time, to vocational training, to the 

disinterested pursuit of knowledge. Universities have often existed in tension with political 

authorities, at times having to serve more short-term agendas and suffer some interference with 

their activities, but there has always to some extent been the notion of a degree of professional 

autonomy in the activities of academic staff (Collini, 2017). At least since the 1980’s, there has been 

a deliberate attempt by successive UK governments to enact a degree of ‘marketisation’ in higher 

education, attempting to get the sector to operate more along ‘market lines’. This has been 

especially true since the coalition government took office in 2010, shortly thereafter embarking on 

an unprecedented set of invasive reforms, designed to make the sector operate more like a market 

(this is similar to reforms in healthcare and primary/secondary education too), and against the wider 

backdrop of austerity deemed necessary22 to balance the nation’s budget.23 

In practice, this has involved a range of policies. The most obvious and headline-grabbing of these 

has been the shifting of the debt burden of higher education onto students. Instead of collective 

 
22 The Conservatives attempted, very successfully, to use the financial crisis of 2008, which initially sparked 
condemnation of irresponsible bankers, as a situation whereby it was an irresponsible government and welfare 
claimants that were to blame for the country’s economic difficulties. What was a crisis precipitated primarily by 
an insufficiently regulated financial sector (and deeper, structural issues with capitalism – see (Streeck, 2016; 
2017 for a fuller review) was suddenly the fault of the unconnected issue of government debt. The 
justifications for austerity politics then, rest on very shaky ground (see Chapter 4 for a fuller discussion).  
23 It should be noted (and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4) that many of the reforms carried out by 
the Coalition government were started or at least prepared for under New Labour, tuition fees being the most 
famous example (New Labour introduced £1000 tuition fees in 1997, raising this to £3000 later).  
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provision, there is now an individualised consumer relationship, where in practice individual 

students now engage in a commercial transaction with their  university (McGettigan, 2013). Whilst 

the most widely discussed of the Coalition reforms, funding changes are only the tip of the iceberg. 

Another project of the Coalition government was the encouragement and support of new private 

providers in the higher education sector, with their ‘market entrance’ being encouraged through a 

variety of reforms that made degree-awarding powers easier to obtain, and allowing these for-profit 

institutions to now have access to students in receipt of government-backed loans. There is now 

much more onerous and invasive monitoring of, and target setting for, academic staff, who are 

measured on a variety of outputs, from grant money obtained, to problematic quantitative ratings of 

research papers, to student satisfaction ratings of teaching. These ratings systems can be used to 

constantly discipline and incentivise staff. This culminates in a variety of league tables through which 

universities now compete on multiple fronts. These are particularly important as an attempt to give 

‘consumers’ the appropriate amount of information in order to make rational, informed market 

decisions (but fail in this task due to the fact that they are attempting to quantify things, such as 

teaching and research quality, that cannot easily be quantified). The overall aim, made quite explicit 

in government statements and White papers, has been to craft a market system in higher education. 

Students are quite freely spoken of as ‘consumers’, with consumer choice, and new entrants to the 

market are viewed as driving ‘innovation’ (for a fuller review see Collini, 2017 and McGettigan, 

2013).  

We have here, then, all the essential ingredients for the neoliberal recipe. All four of the 

fundamental features are found in the recent changes to UK higher education. We have a deeply 

invasive government committed to using state resources to pursue an ideological agenda in higher 

education, forcing a sector of society to adopt more ‘competitive’ values, through the 

implementation of market-like reforms, which in turn mould the behaviours of students, academics 

and institutions so as to focus on self-enhancement, self-promotion, and constant competition with 

one another. The details are of course specific to higher education, but the general process and the 

reasoning and values behind it are typical of how neoliberalism has come to change many sectors of 

society (other examples will be discussed in the next chapter). Indeed, Friedman laid out many of the 

principles of a neoliberal education system in ‘The Role of Government in Education’ (1955), in 

which he argued for a government-backed voucher system for ‘general education’ and a loan system 

for professional or vocational training (individuals are to be encouraged to see this as ‘human capital 

development’) that enabled individuals to choose where and how they studied, as opposed to direct 

control of education by central government (McGettigan, 2013). Piece by piece then, society comes 
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to slowly operate more along the lines of a competitive market, in sectors that previously operated 

according to quite different principles and values. 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, we have seen how neoliberalism came to grow from a small intellectual project in a 

Paris meeting, to a major academic force, conquering the heights of western political economy. It is 

rooted in the belief that competition is a universal value, and it aims to spread throughout as many 

areas of human activity as possible, through the coercion of individualistic, competitive individuals 

and market or market-like systems, utilising a deeply interventionist state. The question of how it 

has been able to do this is an important one, albeit one that can only be addressed briefly here. 

Prime among the reasons must surely be the recognition amongst many early neoliberals of the 

need to bide their time and develop an activist project alongside an intellectual one. When the 

historic collapse of Keynesianism came, they were ready. The ‘Russian Doll’ structure of the MPS, as 

Mirowski (2014) describes it, doubtless helped, allowing for a diversity of thought operating in 

numerous locales at once. The obvious appeal many of their ideas had and still have to powerful 

corporate interests has been a boon to the movement to be sure as well. Perhaps most importantly 

for today, as we’ll see in the next chapter, neoliberalism to some degree locks itself in once it begins 

to take hold. It deliberately erodes democratic functions of many organisations, and also aims 

ultimately to inculcate its value system within individuals themselves, so that they internalise this 

value set.  

We have already seen in the preceding pages hints of how neoliberalism can challenge not only 

formal democratic institutions, but also, on a more fundamental level, the way in which citizens 

conceptualise the state, social change and their agency within this. It will be argued in the next 

chapter that the psychological variables that underpin and define subjectivity under neoliberalism 

are increasing levels of individualism and declining levels of political efficacy (the belief in our 

political abilities and the responsiveness of the political system), factors we’ve already seen raised in 

the literature on youth political engagement in chapter 2. It will be argued in the next chapter that 

within a UK context specifically, six key impacts of neoliberal policy have created these changes in 

psychology:  

Marketisation of an increasing number of areas of human activity, via overt market systems or via 

introducing market-like structures, market logics and market values. 
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Responsibilisation – increased levels of self-reliance, self-enhancement and personalising of risk. 

A dramatic rise in economic inequality, and the impact this has on a variety of factors such as social 

capital, trust and the functioning of the economy. 

A general process of eroding the state’s supportive role in people’s lives through privatisation, 

deregulation and reductions in state provision (i.e. austerity). 

‘Expert rule’, whereby economic policy making is ceded to independent, but not publicly 

accountable, bodies and individuals.  

A ‘flexibilisation’ of labour conditions, whereby working life becomes more precarious and trade 

unions face intense oppression. 

 

In the next chapter, we will briefly examine each of these factors and their relevance to youth 

political engagement, before turning to a discussion of the psychological variables. It will be argued 

that these psychological factors have contributed to profound changes in the way we engage with 

politics and social change, and that, just like other neoliberal impacts, they to some extent ‘lock in’ – 

the resultant low engagement has in turn led to a poorer standard of politics on offer, which has 

disillusioned citizens even more. This is a dangerous place for democracy to be in and, as we shall 

see, it is young people that are among those feeling these effects most acutely, an ominous sign for 

the future of democracy in Britain.  
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Chapter 4 - The Psychology of Neoliberalism24 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter 3 introduced the concept and controversy of neoliberalism, tracking its intellectual and 

political history, its rise from a small gathering in 1930’s Paris to it becoming the dominant force in 

Western politics. Whilst it is important to recognise that neoliberalism was and is a contested, at 

times contradictory, project, with differing ideological strands and practical implementations, it was 

ultimately argued that there are four core concepts that comprise neoliberalism, and which serve as 

a rough definition. It is important to secure such a definition or otherwise risk being paralysed by 

imprecision and uncertainty in attempting to discuss neoliberalism. These core concepts are: the 

attempt, by an interventionist state (1), to spread the value of competition to as many areas of 

human activity as possible (2), primarily through crafting market or market-like systems (3), 

populated by individualised, entrepreneurial individuals (4). Neoliberalism then, should not be 

understood simply as a set of distinct ideas, although it certainly is this, but as an activist political 

project, one that has come to have an enormous impact on life in Britain over the past 40 years. 

The previous chapter concluded with a brief discussion of some of the impacts neoliberalism may 

have had on political engagement, developing several aspects that had already been touched upon 

in the initial exploration of what neoliberalism is. Six core impacts were identified: marketisation and 

the tensions this has with democratic procedures; the ever-increasing capture of policy processes by 

‘experts’; the fragmentation and repression of organised labour; spiralling inequality and the social 

and economic woes that come with it; deregulation, privatisation and reductions in state support 

that alter the nature of the state and an individual’s relationship with and faith in it and increasing 

responsibilisation, where individuals are encouraged (forced) to take more and more responsibility 

for their own welfare and prospects. Finally, it was suggested that these impacts result in higher 

levels of individualism and lower levels of both internal and external political efficacy (a visual 

representation of this theory is presented in Figure 4.1 below). This chapter will explore these claims 

in greater depth. First, by clarifying the psychological concepts of ‘individualism’ and ‘political 

efficacy’, and, second, by exploring how each of the six impacts associated with neoliberalism 

influences these factors. Chapters 5 and 6 will then go on to present the primary research of the 

 
24 Parts of this chapter originally appeared in sections I wrote for the following paper: Allsop, B., Briggs, J. and 
Kisby, B., 2018. Market values and youth political engagement in the UK: Towards an agenda for exploring the 
psychological impacts of Neoliberalism. Societies, 8(4). 
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thesis, which tested the theory that changes in these psychological factors will result in changing 

types and levels of political engagement. 

The aim here is to develop a framework for beginning to understand how macroeconomic processes 

can come to impact on an individual’s psychology (in particular, with how they engage politically and 

conceive of social change). In short, what is the subjective experience of living under neoliberalism? 

This is a four-stage process: 1.) developing a clear definition of neoliberalism; 2.) identifying key 

social, economic and political impacts of the implementation of policy and governance imbued with 

this ideology; 3.) reviewing the literature on how such impacts may impact on an individual’s 

psychology and 4.) assessing how such psychological changes can impact on political engagement. It 

is hoped that this is an approach that can be used to examine other political ideologies in future 

research, deepening our understanding of the impact of ideological systems on citizens’ lives, as well 

as an approach that can be deepened in regards to studying neoliberalism, with other research 

potentially exploring other impacts or psychological mechanisms relevant to neoliberalism. Step 1 

was undertaken in Chapter 3. This chapter focuses on steps 2 and 3, whilst Chapters 5 and 6 focus on 

the final stage in the process. 

 

 

       Figure 4.1 The Psychology of Neoliberalism 
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4.2 Psychological variables  

 

4.2.1 - Individualism 

Individualism is a term often used in conjunction with neoliberalism and its parent-ideology of 

capitalism,25 although, as is also often the case with neoliberalism, the term is often used without 

much conceptual clarity. What, exactly, does it mean to describe someone or something as 

individualistic? Maltby, Day and Macaskill (2010, p.242, emphasis mine) define individualism as “a 

social and cultural outlook that emphasises independence and self-reliance, and the promoting of 

the individual’s desires and goals”. Being independent of others, relying on oneself, and preferencing 

personal goals over others’, or the group’s, goals - these all seem to be rooted in a preferencing of 

one’s own capacities, freedoms and aims. Whilst described here as a ‘social and cultural outlook’, 

which it is, concepts like independence and self-reliance have obvious political implications, most 

notably in how we interact with the state. ‘Independence’ speaks of freedom from interference, 

most traditionally associated in liberal thought with freedom from oppression or coercion, 

manifesting in freedom of speech and association and the right to hold and trade property. Self-

reliance suggests responsibilities rather than rights, fending for oneself rather than accepting goods 

provided by others (in political terms, by the state, namely welfare and other public goods).  

Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010, p.92) add an additional component to individualism, albeit 

one still rooted in the characteristics mentioned above: “Individualism pertains to societies in which 

the ties between individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after him-or herself and their 

immediate families” (emphasis mine). They also highlight individual autonomy, as opposed to 

equality, and the restraining of state power, amongst others, as key features. The relationships 

between individuals in a society that has a stronger emphasis on self-reliance and personal 

autonomy take on different, in this conception ‘weaker’, forms. Their definition of collectivism is as 

revealing: “societies in which people from birth onward are integrated into strong, cohesive in-

groups, which throughout people’s lifetime continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning 

loyalty” (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, p.92). The expectations placed on individuals in more 

individualistic societies could then be different to that of more collectivist societies – self-reliance in 

one, loyalty in the other. This acts as a way of preserving and bolstering such values in future 

generations.  

 
25 See Chapter 3 for a more discussion on the relationship between neoliberalism and capitalism. 
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Triandis and Gelfand (1998, p.119) add an additional component to individualism and collectivism – 

the ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ axis, so that one can be Horizontally Individualistic (HI), Vertically 

Individualistic (VI), Horizontally Collectivist (HC) or Vertically Collectivist (VC). They summarise the 

distinction as follows: “… horizontal patterns assume that one self is more or less like every other 

self. By contrast, vertical patterns consist of hierarchies, and one self is different from other 

selves...”. They continue, describing the four groupings: “… in HI, people want to be unique and 

distinct from groups, are likely to say ‘I want to do my own thing’ and are highly self-reliant, but they 

are not especially interested in becoming distinguished or in having high status. In VI, people often 

want to become distinguished and acquire status, and they do this in individual competitions with 

others. They are likely to say, "I want to be the best." In HC, people see themselves as being similar 

to others (e.g., one person, one vote) and emphasize common goals with others, interdependence, 

and sociability, but they do not submit easily to authority. In VC, people emphasize the integrity of 

the in-group, are willing to sacrifice their personal goals for the sake of in-group goals, and support 

competitions of their in-groups with out-groups” (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998, p.119). These four 

groupings are summarised in Table 4.1 below (see also Chapter 5 for a fuller discussion of this 

measure of individualism and collectivism) 

 

Table 4.1  

Triandis & Gelfand's (1998) mapping of individualism/collectivism, horizontal/vertical values 

Vertical Individualism 

Focus on competition 

Accepting of hierarchy (determined by 

competition) 

Freedom is important 

‘Free’ market societies 

Vertical Collectivism 

Focus on in-group integrity 

Willing to sacrifice for the group and submit to 

authority 

Competition between in-group and out-group 

Fascism 

Horizontal Individualism 

 

Focus on self-reliance 

Distrust of hierarchy/authority 

Equality and freedom are important 

Social Democracy 

Horizontal Collectivism 

 

Focus on inter-dependence 

Distrust of hierarchy/authority 

Equality is important 

Israeli Kibbutz 
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In summary then, we can conceptualise individualism as being characterised by: 

• A desire for, and prioritising of, self-reliance and self-care 

• The prioritising of individual goals and ambitions 

• Competitive behaviours and values 

• On a societal level, one in which social ties are loose 

• On a political level, the state’s relationship with citizens’ preferences negative freedoms and 

self-reliance over public provision and proactively addressing inequalities and injustices26 

 

There is some evidence for the prevalence and rise of individualism during the time of neoliberal 

ascendancy. Santos, Varnum and Grossman (2017) have found an overall, global rise in ‘individualist 

values’ in their own work and highlight research from a variety of directions coalescing to 

demonstrate a rise in individualism globally. Both Putnam (2000) in the US and Whiteley (2012) in 

the UK have concluded from their research that social capital in their countries appear to be 

declining, with a rise in individualism to match, although as noted in the last chapter, declines in 

social capital are contested in the literature. Twenge and Campbell (2009) argue that there have 

been large increases in ‘narcissistic behaviour’ since the 1970’s, particularly in younger people. They 

characterise narcissism as an extreme form of individualism, defined by a lack of concern for others, 

manipulative behaviours and a lack of deep relationships and connections with others. Narcissists 

are more selfish and have shallower relationships that they don’t invest in, resulting in a ‘corrosion 

of close relationships’ (Twenge and Campbell, 2009, p.277). Their primarily US analysis indicates a 

30% increase in narcissism in college students in 2006, compared to the ‘79-‘85 average, and they 

argue that there has been a shift from a focus in the 60’s of ‘fight for the greater good’ to the 80’s of 

‘looking out for number one’ (Twenge and Campbell, 2009, p.4). One of the root causes of this rise 

Twenge and Campbell focus on is easy access to credit. They argue that this has enabled people to 

live a life beyond what they can afford. For our purposes, it is important to note that financial 

deregulation and the reduction of state support necessary for the expansion of free credit are both 

hallmarks of neoliberal policy (see below).27 Interestingly, Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010) in 

 
26 It is important to recognise that there are no pure examples of either individualism or collectivism. Both 
individuals and societies will likely be a mixture of both tendencies (this is discussed further in Chapter 5).  
27 Twenge and Campbell’s (2009) work should be viewed with some caution, however. At times, their 
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their research into levels of individualism and collectivism around the globe, found that the three 

most ‘individualist’ countries (with a 9-point gap between 3rd and 4th place) are the US, Australia 

and the UK respectively (we have seen already how the UK and US have played key roles in 

developing and pioneering neoliberal politics).   

Most of the evidence thus far amassed by the social sciences concerning individualism’s impact on 

political engagement is indirect. Lampridis and Papastylianou (2017, p.278) found that in general 

prosocial behaviours tended to be positively correlated with a collectivist orientation, and that, 

specifically, ‘altruism’ was negatively correlated with individualism (although ‘public’ prosocial 

behaviour - behaviour performed publicly, motivated at least partly by recognition - was positively 

correlated with individualism). Uhlaner, Cain & Kieweit (1989) and McClurg (2003) have found that 

group identity and informal social interactions respectively correlate with some forms of political 

engagement. This seems to be reflected in historical accounts of political movements too, even right 

at the dawn of workers’ movements. As well as highlighting the suffering of the working class at the 

birth of the industrial revolution, historian E.P.Thompson also puts his finger on one of the key 

components of the development of the working class political culture - collectivism. “It is, indeed, 

this collective self-consciousness, with its corresponding theory, institutions, discipline, and 

community values which distinguishes the nineteenth-century working class from the eighteenth 

century mob” (2013, p.463). For Thompson, collectivist values were crucial in developing the 

defining political agitations of the time that directly led to the advancement of democracy and 

political culture in Britain: “Political Radicalism and Owenism both drew upon and enriched this 

‘basic collectivist idea’” (Thompson, 2013, p.463). There is some evidence then that collectivist 

orientations predispose one towards altruistic actions and political mobilisation around group goals, 

but this doesn’t necessarily mean that individualism stops us from doing these things. 

Suchowerska (2013, p.91), however, argues: “Because youth experience life through individualised 

and fragmented structures, their evaluation of collective political action as a vehicle for social 

change is substantially compromised….By encouraging individualistic values, late modernity disrupts 

youth's development of shared political identities.” Drawing on Sennett (1997), Suchowerska talks 

about the impacts of this within workplace movements, with a more individualist outlook inhibiting 

the ability to create social bonds, a theme we’ll discuss in more detail below.  

 

 
arguments rely on little more than anecdotal evidence, and in others leaps are made to infer ‘narcissistic’ 
behaviour with little grounding in argument and evidence. Nevertheless, their work does provide a useful 
contribution to the consideration of individualistic values and their possible rise. 
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4.2.2 - Political efficacy 

Efficacy, at least specifically referred to as the psychological construct ‘political efficacy’, is largely 

missing in discussions of neoliberalism. This not only reduces our ability to fully understand and 

measure neoliberalism’s effects, but also means the relationship between efficacy and individualism 

has been left relatively unexplored. Yet it is, relative to individualism and neoliberalism at least, a 

reasonably straightforward concept (inevitable caveats to this will be discussed below). Political 

efficacy is a specific form of self-efficacy. Early on, Madsen (1987) found that how activists viewed 

the political system and the government was often quite different to how they viewed their own 

skills and competencies. This, in essence, gives us the distinction between internal (IPE) and external 

political efficacy (EPE). IPE refers to an individual’s beliefs about their own capacity to act in the 

political world, their own political skills and competencies. Measurements of IPE will frequently ask 

individuals how confident they are in their own knowledge of politics and of their sense of their 

ability to engage in the political process (a fuller description of political efficacy measures is provided 

in the next chapter). The Niemi et al.’s (1991) study is a fairly common measure in this regard, and 

has been found to be reliable (Morrell, 2003; Allsop, 2015). In a nutshell, it asks if someone feels a 

sense of political agency, of being able to contribute meaningfully to political discourse and 

activities. If an individual feels like they know little, or have little in the way of skills relevant to 

various political behaviours, it seems likely this would impact on their actual engagement in the 

political process. Issues such as political education seem an obvious starting point in terms of 

addressing internal political efficacy, but, as we’ll see below, wider issues such as how political 

discourse occurs, how it is reported and communicated, and the resources individuals are able to 

draw upon, are also relevant.  

Whilst closely related, and likely to impact one another (this is explored further in Chapter 5), EPE is 

different from IPE, with the focus being on the political system and representatives and an 

individual’s beliefs and attitudes towards them. To quote Valentino, Gregorowicz, and Groenendyk 

(2009, p.308): “External efficacy refers to an individual's belief in the openness and responsiveness 

of the political system. People high on this dimension believe the system reacts when pressure is 

applied by citizens, regardless of whether or not they are willing or able to apply that pressure 

themselves.” Key, here, is a judgment by an individual as to whether the political system is 

structured and staffed in such a way as to respond to the concerns and priorities of citizens. 

Measurements of external efficacy will typically ask about what an individual judges the motives of 

politicians to be (self-serving or democratic?) and how effectively they believe political parties 

represent the views of voters. A distinction between internal and external becomes quite obvious. It 

is quite possible that I believe in my own abilities and knowledge but believe the system will simply 
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not respond to them. It is equally possible that I believe in the responsiveness of the political system 

and political representatives should someone choose to engage, but for whatever reason do not feel 

able to be that someone myself. What impact these different levels of the two types of political 

efficacy have on political engagement (both type and extent of engagement) is an interesting and 

complex question. We will consider this in light of the development and impact of neoliberalism, 

discussed below, and in Chapter 5. 

Whilst the Niemi et al. (1991) paper provides a fairly robust and straight forward measure of internal 

political efficacy, there is not a comparable measure for external political efficacy. EPE is the 

relatively understudied of the two dimensions, and measurements of it differ in the literature. In 

particular, my previous research into the relationship between engagement, efficacy and emotions 

found that the way individuals answered questions concerning politicians differed from how they 

answered questions concerning parties and the political system (Allsop, unpublished). Could it be 

that there isn’t really anything meaningful to be gained in combining the views of these different 

political entities, and that instead EPE should be further split into different categories? What’s more, 

in separating out these views do different relationships with political engagement emerge? These 

questions will be addressed in Chapter 5. 

There is a considerable amount of evidence as to the role political efficacy plays in political 

engagement, stretching back decades (Wollman and Stouder, 1991; Shingles, 1981; Niemi et al, 

1991; Valentino, Gregorowicz, & Groenendyk, 2009). There seems in general to be more of a focus 

on internal rather than external political efficacy in the literature. However, engagement in elections 

and single-issue campaigning has been shown to be linked to EPE (Finkel, 1985) and EPE has been 

offered as a cause of engagement when trust in politicians is low (Pollock III, 1983). Bynner and 

Ashford (1994) even include efficacy as one of their three core factors in explaining disengagement 

(the other two being trust and interest). Two previous studies (Allsop 2015; Allsop, unpublished) by 

the current author have found moderate correlations between internal political efficacy and 

engagement in a variety of different political activities (only the latter study found a significant 

correlation between EPE and engagement, and this was still weak, much weaker than between 

engagement and IPE). Again, it is important to note that on its own even IPE only predicts a small to 

moderate amount of political engagement levels (Allsop, 2015), and its role in different types of 

engagement is still uncertain. 

Issues of efficacy are fundamental to neoliberal restructuring of society. As we have seen in the 

previous chapter, the neoliberal restructuring of the state (and the increasing, until recently, 

consensus around many market-orientated policies), reducing its scope and provisions, has led to a 
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loss of faith in it, and potentially drawn individuals to other sources of political expression that do 

not rely on collective, centralised decision making (such as, perhaps, political consumerism, as 

discussed in Chapter 2). How exactly neoliberalism does this, as well as increasing individualism, will 

be discussed in the next section, exploring in detail the six impacts summarised above. 

 

4.3 The Six Impacts 

 

This section covers the six key impacts identified by this study that neoliberal-infused policy has had 

on political engagement in the UK. This is specifically limited to the UK. Issues such as levels of 

inequality, and the penetration of markets into various previously public or social sectors, differ from 

country to country, to the point where any attempt at analysis of neoliberal impacts globally would 

perhaps become too generalised to offer any fruitful avenues of research. Impacts were included on 

the basis that they, first,  have a clear root in neoliberal ways of thinking about governance, politics 

and the economy, second, there is clear evidence of these impacts occurring across the UK over the 

past few decades (since the late 1970’s) and third, the existing literature gives at least some 

credence to the idea that said impact may be having an influence on political engagement in one 

form or another. In addition, it will be seen throughout that in many ways these impacts are 

mutually reinforcing. The presence or implementation of one, in turn, helps fuel one or more of the 

others. Each of the following sections will focus on one impact, evidencing the three steps noted 

above – how they are a result of neoliberal mentality, how they have developed in the UK in recent 

decades and how they have come to impact political engagement and, indeed, the very way in which 

we conceptualise social change. This isn’t intended to necessarily be exhaustive. It is quite possible 

that other neoliberal impacts are pertinent to political engagement, or that there are other 

psychological results from these. The hope here is that this thesis demonstrates such a line of inquiry 

into the subjective experience of macroeconomic events is possible, and to spark discussion on 

neoliberalism and how it has impacted political engagement specifically.  

 

4.3.1 Marketisation 

The first of these impacts is that of marketisation. The process of creating market or market-like 

systems where they did not previously exist. This process does not always require the direct creation 

of markets (Brown, 2015; Davies, 2011), but can proceed instead by fostering ‘market rationality’, in 

spheres that previously operated according to other rules or principles (the substitution of 
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collectivism, or centralised decision making for individual responsibility, choice and competition). 

The aim is to economize increasing numbers of areas of human activity, so actors act as if they were 

in a market even if an explicit market has not been created yet. The principles under which markets 

operate and the outcomes they achieve are seen as superior forms of organising human activity, for 

a variety of reasons, as was discussed in depth in the previous chapter. This can be viewed as an 

explicit, possibly the explicit, goal of neoliberalism. 

During its time in office, New Labour aimed to ‘empower’ citizens by treating them as consumers, 

with Clarke (2005, p.449) arguing that (in New Labour’s vision): “The view of citizens as consumers of 

public services has been a consistent and expanding focus, based on the claim that social changes 

towards a ‘consumer culture’ have created both experiences and expectations of individualized 

choice among the population. Against these standards, public services are judged backward, 

inadequate and dominated by producer paternalism” (Clarke also highlights (p.450) how some 

mistrust the language of choice as “a rhetorical front for the marketization and/or privatization of 

public services”). This is a process that has been particularly prevalent in young people’s lives. In 

particular, we saw how this process has come to dominate higher education in the UK. Universities 

have become sites in which one enhances one’s ‘human capital’ in order to increase one’s 

competitiveness in the global, flexible, jobs market, most evident through the employability agenda 

ubiquitous across campus life now (Collini, 2017). This is perhaps the most obvious area of 

marketisation due to its national coverage, but is but one in a long list of areas of public policy 

particularly relevant to younger generations that have been subjected to market-like reforms, 

including; children’s services (Cardy, 2010; Garret; 2008) and primary and secondary schools (Dennis, 

2018, p.16-17. 

There is a tension both in values and in identities between citizens and consumers. As Kyroglou and 

Henn (2017, p.6) put it: “The former are defined as individuals who have the obligation to fulfil 

certain civil duties in connection to the government, in order to guarantee their rights and privileges. 

By way of contrast, consumers are instead perceived as merely preoccupied with satisfying their 

private material needs and desires”. Lewis, Inthorn and Wahl-Jorgensen (2005, p.6) go even further: 

“Citizens are actively involved in the shaping of society and the making of history: consumers simply 

choose between the products on display”. They argue that media discourse and its portrayal of 

politics and citizens reduces the citizen to a broadly passive consumer of political events, watching 

and occasionally reacting to events involving only political elites. If young people are increasingly 

being socialised to think and act like consumers, particularly in previously political or social realms, 

rather than citizens, then there is a danger of frustration with the complex, negotiated process that 

is democracy, which must be engaged with “without any guarantee of satisfaction with the result”, 
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as Hart and Henn put it (2017, p.10). Consumerism is about wants, about a passive waiting for 

results to be provided. Democracy is something else entirely. Fention and Barassi (2011, p.191) 

explore the ramifications of this further:  “… if participation in this intimate terrain is built on mutual 

privatism, on the retention and relentless promotion of individualism and private affairs that ever 

fragments and disconnects individuals from the public terrain of political participation; if it functions 

to guide people away from a striving towards a communality of collective political endeavour 

however contentious and contested and focuses our attentions on the personal politics of self-

representation… it will remain as a network of singular acts of self-organizing production”. This is 

particularly reminiscent of arguments encountered in Chapter 2, by Stoker (2006), whereby he 

suggested a key driver of declining political engagement was a more individualised approach to 

politics. In short, this could radically change the nature of political engagement for younger 

generations (although not necessarily destroy it). 

Indeed, prominent critic of neoliberalism, Wendy Brown, argues we are already there: 

‘[Neoliberalism] reduces political citizenship to an unprecedented degree of passivity and political 

complacency…The body politic ceases to be a body but is rather a group of individual entrepreneurs 

and consumers’ (2003, p.42–43). Streeck (2016) argues that state provision seen on these terms, 

operating as market actors serving customers, will never be able to match up to individualised 

market wants. He argues that democracy is about compromise and debate and reflection whereas 

markets are not, they are just about pure desire. He fears that people are increasingly being turned 

off by the inevitable sacrifices involved in collective decision making, with many now viewing formal 

politics as little more than a form of ‘entertainment’.  

At their heart, then, markets are rooted in a more individualistic preoccupation with private 

property rights and commodity exchanges based on self-maximisation, whereas democracies, at 

least in the tradition of the Western welfare state model, inherently involve compromise, 

collectivism and some degree of public, central decision making and ownership. The impact of 

increasing marketisation under neoliberalism then has potentially been to make our identities as 

consumers more salient, in more areas of activity than previously, increasing individualism and 

upsetting democratic citizenship norms and understandings. 

 

4.3.2 - Responsibilisation 

Our second impact is the rise of ‘responsibilisation’, defined by the Sage Dictionary (undated) as “the 

process whereby subjects are rendered individually responsible for a task which previously would 



93 | P a g e  
 

have been the duty of another—usually a state agency—or would not have been recognized as a 

responsibility at all’, designating it a “Neoliberal strategy”. This lies behind much of the recent 

rhetoric concerning austerity under the Coalition government, and is perhaps the ultimate 

expression of the ‘self-reliance’ values we saw form part of individualism earlier on. Individuals 

should be responsible for themselves and their own welfare, rather than relying on state aid or 

collective provision. 

Lister (2011) draws attention to a general trend over the past few decades, which has seen 

successive governments arguing for the need for citizens to take increasing personal responsibility 

for their own individual educational, health and welfare needs. We have seen already how New 

Labour approached governing by moulding public services into market-like systems and citizens into 

consumers. Responsibilisation was a key part of this approach too, fuelled intellectually by 

reintroducing the importance of responsibilities back into political discourse (Giddens, 1998). We’ve 

already discussed in the last chapter how this process is evident in higher education reform, most 

obvious under the Coalition, but rooted in policies in the New Labour period, such as introducing and 

then raising tuition fees. These are institutions that dominate the lives of young adults as they 

continue to develop their political understandings and values.  

This is evident in other New Labour policies, such as reforms to the welfare system (placing greater 

responsibility on individuals to find work – Lister, 2011, p.69). Indeed, this process starts even earlier 

than university life. Kisby (2017) has argued that in recent years we have witnessed a ‘slimming 

down’ of citizenship education in the UK, steering young people away from developing political 

knowledge and skills, towards ‘character education’ instead. Moreover: “The focus of character 

education is on personal ethics rather than public ethics, and the particular understanding of 

character education advanced by British politicians has been narrow and instrumental, linking the 

development of character with individual ‘success’, especially in the jobs market” (Kisby, 2017, p.1).  

Relatedly, Torrance (2015) argues how over the past 30 – 40 years, alongside an opening up of 

education to wider sections of society, now that education is seen as theoretically open to all, any 

failure to advance through educational structures is framed as the fault of students or perhaps 

parents and teachers – success, or failure, in academic terms has been greatly responsibilised – 

“Students and teachers have been ‘responsibilised’ for the quality and outcomes of education, with 

assessment and examinations providing the quintessential vehicle for individualising and 

responsibilising success and failure in relation to achievement and social mobility” (Torrance, 2015, 

p.83). Morrison (2014, p.118) has also argued that attempts by New Labour to increase participation 

rates in higher education were “a form of a responsibilising discourse of working-class young 
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people”28, through the ‘Aim Higher’ initiative that focuses on the need to have a degree in the future 

economy (i.e. framing a degree as a key ingredient in remaining competitive), the financial benefits 

of securing a degree, and painting “HE as an expression of individual choice, control and self-

actualisation” (Morrison, 2014, p. 124). Keddie (2016), in interviewing school-aged children, argues 

that her interviews support the notion that “today’s students are children of the market”, very 

aware of the need for constant self-improvement and achievement, and Keddie worries about the 

observed anxieties, individualism and competitiveness that this produces.   

This process extends beyond simply reforming welfare services or education, however. Under 

neoliberal mentality, individuals’ subjectivity is radically altered. They are taught to be ‘small 

enterprises’, having to view their labour as a product, themselves as ‘human capital’, as strategizing 

entities working towards life goals by investing and gaining skills. Neoliberalism ‘deploys means’ to 

govern individuals so that they really do begin to act in this self-maximising, competitive, risk-taking 

way, taking ‘full responsibility’ for their failures, increasingly ‘instrumentalising’ relations with 

others, ‘to the detriment of all other possible ways of relating to others’, damaging social bonds and 

relations (Dardot and Laval, 2014, p.280). Others have also argued that the responsibilisation 

narrative, particularly regarding welfare services, can undermine our sense of citizenship and our 

relationship with the state (Edwards, 2009).  Whilst such a narrative could be seen as empowering, it 

ignores structural constraints on individual agency—the impact of the way society distributes 

resources and opportunities. What happens when an individual ‘fails’ according to the discourse of 

responsibilisation?  

Indeed, some have argued that such a culture has led to a proliferation of mental health problems in 

neoliberal society, with feelings of inadequacy or stress becoming common in these hyper-

competitive, highly individualised and responsibilised environments (Verhaeghe, 2014). As Davies 

(2011) puts it: “One contradiction of Neoliberalism is that it demands levels of enthusiasm, energy 

and hope whose conditions it destroys through insecurity, powerlessness and the valorisation of 

unattainable ego ideals via advertising”. This bears out in research findings presented by Wilkinson 

and Pickett (2018, p.17), whereby individuals in more unequal countries, on average, suffer from 

higher levels of ‘social evaluative threat’ (due in part to the wider prevalence in more unequal 

societies of the belief that individual differences are based on inherent differences), in which they 

 
28 Morrison also makes an interesting distinction between the New Labour and Coalition approaches to higher 
education that is perhaps instructive of wider differences between social democratic and conservative spins on 
neoliberalism. Morrison argues that the first Coalition and then Conservative focus on market systems and 
competition in higher education is somewhat at odds with the widening participation agenda of the New 
Labour years and perhaps speaks more to a more elitist understanding of widening participation (p.126) but he 
argues that both visions are still underpinned by responsibilising narratives. 
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become more anxious about their status and their social interactions, which in turn can rob people 

of meaningful relationships, triggering a vicious circle. They have also suggested (2018, p.20-21) that 

the loss of ‘settled communities’ can play a role in this process. They argue that in a society where 

relationships and communities are more fleeting, we lack the stable, more embedded sense of our 

identity that comes from a lifetime living in a fairly closed, stable community, resulting in a 

heightened sense of appearances and social anxiety. This taps into yet another impact of neoliberal 

politics discussed in this chapter – job precarity, whereby work becomes much less secure. Wilkinson 

and Pickett’s work then powerfully demonstrates the interconnectedness of neoliberal impacts. 

Higher levels of inequality aid in spreading ideas of inherent worth and ‘responsibilisation’, which in 

turn intersects with precarity in nuanced ways.  

At its heart then, responsibilisation is a process of individualising risk and responsibility, making 

citizens think and act more as competing individuals, not reliant on mutual aid and also undermining 

a belief that government or other forms of collective provision could, or indeed even should, be 

responsive to citizens’ needs. It seems likely that such an atmosphere would increase an individual’s 

sense of individualism, particularly in regards to the self-reliance dimension of individualism as 

discussed above – increasingly individuals will be coached to rely on themselves and not other 

sources of communal support. When this applies to previously state-provided resources, this could 

also potentially harm external political efficacy – as the areas in which the state provides for citizens 

declines, so perhaps does the sense that one can affect meaningful change through political 

institutions, at least in those areas of previous state provision. It is also worth considering how 

draining and exhausting such a process can be, mentally and physically, and considering what this 

might do to our ability to develop political skills and knowledge, and also our energy and enthusiasm 

in using them, and therefore how a more precarious, anxious and competitive society might 

undermine the internal political efficacy of young people. For young people now experiencing 

university primarily as a responsibilised private good that it is their own responsibility to pay for, 

having left school with a focus on individual success from their citizenship education classes, about 

to enter possibly precarious work or more responsibilised welfare regimes, these young people are 

likely to have considerably more pressure on them to think in more individualised ways, and to see 

the state as a less effective route for change in at least some circumstances. 

 

4.3.3 - Inequality 

Our third impact relates to the dramatic rise in economic inequality witnessed both in the UK and 

globally since the rise of neoliberal policy in the late 1970s (Stiglitz, 2013; Sayer, 2015), leading to a 
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situation where: ‘Since 2015, more than half of this wealth has been in the hands of the richest 1% 

of people. At the very top … collectively the richest eight individuals have a net wealth of $426bn, 

which is the same as the net wealth of the bottom half of humanity’ (Oxfam, 2018). In the UK, the 

bottom fifth of earners own only 8% of the income in the country, whilst the top fifth ‘earn’29 around 

40% (Equality Trust, 2018). For wealth, the picture is even worse. The bottom fifth own close to 0% 

of the wealth in the country (wealth can indeed be negative, given the prevalence of private debt in 

many countries, including the UK), whilst the top fifth own 45% of all wealth in the UK (Equality 

Trust, 2018). The Trust’s data also highlights that inequality rose from the 1970’s onwards, albeit at a 

declining rate since the 90’s and with some minor declines in recent years.  

Stiglitz argues that key contributors to this rise in inequality have been financial deregulation and the 

decline of trade unions, both core tenets of neoliberal policy (Stiglitz, 2013). Wilkinson and Pickett 

(2018; p.238), in their extensive research into inequality, also highlight the negative correlation 

between union density and inequality (drawing on data from 16 OECD countries), although they 

argue that this relationship is likely not just because of unions securing better wages for their 

members, but also because the presence of strong unions indicates a broader ‘progressive’ political 

environment.  

Indeed, some, such as Harvey, go as far as to argue that rising inequality is a deliberate goal of 

neoliberalism, since: “The distribution of income and of wealth between capital and labour has to be 

lopsided if capital is to be reproduced…Workers must be dispossessed of ownership and control over 

their means of production if they are to be forced into wage labour in order to live” (Harvey, 2007, 

p.171–172). Aside from a class-based analysis of neoliberal mentality, as Davies points out, 

inequality is the inevitable result of a system that prizes competition. There will be winners and 

losers and, therefore, inequality (Davies, 2014, p.30). There is a morality of sorts that justifies this 

lopsided wealth distribution in neoliberal mentality: “In turn, inequality is considered as a virtuous 

premium for the generation of wealth, which is destined to trickle-down to all members of the 

economy. In contrast, any egalitarian effort is not only counter-productive, but also morally 

repugnant, since the free market will grant everyone what they deserve according to their individual 

contribution to the economy” (Kyroglou and Henn, 2017, p.3). So, not only do neoliberal policies 

foster inequality directly, but also malign policy aimed at redistributing this unevenness. 

 
29 As Sayer (2015) demonstrates in his work, the narrative of large levels of hoarded wealth by the rich being 
‘earned’ is highly questionable. Much of their ability to generate this wealth is derived from unequal power 
relationships between capital and labour (resulting ultimately in exploitation), on protection for their wealth 
derived from current political and legal systems, and wealth generation from assets they already control, 
without having to do any additional work. 
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A number of studies demonstrate a negative relationship between inequality and various forms of 

civic and political engagement (Solt, 2008, 2010, Lancee, 2012, although for a more mixed review 

see Geys, 2006). A possible explanation for how this works centres around the atomising nature of 

inequality. Inequality has been shown to be negatively correlated to levels of social trust (Jordahl, 

2007; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010) and ‘Agreeableness’, which is “concerned with attitudes and 

behaviours towards others including empathy, trust, altruism, and inclinations towards friendship 

and cooperation” (De Vries, Goslin & Potter, 2011, p.1979). Armingeon and Schädel (2015, p.19) 

suggest that disadvantaged groups rely on cues from relevant social groups more when it comes to 

decisions such as voting. In their formulation, a fragmented social fabric therefore 

disproportionately impacts disadvantaged groups in terms of electoral participation. With weaker 

group ties, they are able to gauge these cues less easily, and therefore many stay away from the 

polls. If inequality is harming social trust and related factors, then it could be this that is, at least in 

part, driving the lower levels of political engagement witnessed in more unequal countries by 

robbing disadvantaged groups of an important political resource. Being able to develop and rely less 

on social bonds and the supports and norm-signalling they provide could bolster the other 

individualistic trends described elsewhere in this chapter. Wilkinson and Pickett (2018, p.87) also 

argue that individuals (particularly but not only those higher up the social ladder) in more unequal 

societies are less likely to empathise with others, suggesting that the presence of high levels of 

inequality could, to some extent, ‘bake in’ the attitudes necessary for the policies that contribute to 

it, generating a vicious circle. 

Given that young people are more likely to be in precarious work conditions, where social ties, 

particularly trade union ties, can be harder to form (see the ‘labour repression’ section below), it 

seems possible that the negative effects of inequality on engagement are disproportionately 

harming younger people. In addition, the uneven political power granted by huge wealth disparities, 

and the negative impact of income inequality on equality of opportunity with regards to skills 

development (Sayer, 2015, p.160) and on economic growth (Cingano, 2014), could also negatively 

impact on political efficacy. It becomes difficult to keep faith in a responsive government in this 

terrain. In summary, more unequal societies (such as ones dominated by neoliberal policy) see lower 

levels of political engagement, and this is potentially due in part to more atomised and individualistic 

societies, and the experience of poor economic performance and unequal political power that large 

levels of inequality generates. 
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4.3.4 - Privatisation, deregulation and cuts to public services 

The fourth impact of neoliberalism is the changing role of the state through privatisation, 

deregulation and cuts to public services. Between 1979 and 1990 (when Thatcher left office), 40 

state-owned businesses, worth £60 billion, were sold. These included utilities (such as telecoms, gas, 

water and electricity) and industry (including steel, aerospace and rail) (Groom and Pfeifer, 2011) 

and amongst the wave of deregulation at this time the 1986 ‘Big Bang’ of deregulated finance stands 

out. Privatisation has reached out to public space itself, with places previously under right of way 

laws, or chunks of urban space, now being bought up by private companies (Standing, 2016, p.173-

187).  

This can lead to the physical spaces in which democracy and political engagement occurs being 

denied to the citizenry, with new owners at times banning protest and other forms of activism from 

those sites (protests being banned outside the London Assembly building, privately owned, is a good 

example). This is the wider problem with privatisation and deregulation; it curtails the ability of 

democratic, collective decision-making processes to make decisions that positively impact the lives 

of citizens. Gray (2009) argues too that opening up economies to unregulated international capital 

flows can severely limit the options available to governments on a wide range of economic issues, as 

transnational corporations can effectively ‘vote with their wallet’ if policy is passed they do not 

like30. 

The impacts of these processes can be felt on a local level too. Todd (2014, p.328) documents how in 

the 1980s privatisation became a barrier to ‘collective power’ in communities, with elected officials 

no longer calling the shots it could often be difficult for local residents to be able to address 

community problems. These processes can also reduce citizens’ access to facilities such as libraries 

and public service broadcasting (Standing, 2016, p.198) that can help develop skills crucial to political 

engagement, potentially undermining internal political efficacy too. Recent austerity under first the 

Coalition and then the Conservative governments, partly borne out through privatisation and/or 

marketisation of services, has been shown to disproportionately impact negatively on younger 

generations (Birch, Gottfried & Lodge, 2013; Sloam, 2013), through cuts to youth-related services, as 

well as higher tuition fees for higher education. 

 
30 However, whilst Gray is right that there is a strong element of ‘baking in’ various reforms, either by 
transferring power elsewhere or otherwise attempting to depoliticise issues, he perhaps overstates the 
impossibility of future left-wing governments being able to overcome these obstacles 
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The (party political) consensus (until recently) that seems to have formed around these ideas has 

also been theorised to relate directly to political participation, as there is simply less scope for 

change directly through the major political parties (Streeck, 2017, p.121). Indeed, polling by 

Survation found this lack of a sense of difference between parties a key reason for citizens not 

turning out to vote in the 2010 UK general election (Barker, 2014). Privatisation can to some extent 

lock in this consensus by simply taking areas of policy completely out of the hands of future and 

opposition politicians.  

This consensus itself has been manufactured via classic neoliberal routes. As Klein (2007) has 

meticulously reported in her work ‘The Shock Doctrine’, many policies prescribed by neoliberals have 

been advanced in times of acute crisis, using (sometimes actively facilitating) chaos and panic to pass 

policies that would otherwise have faced more sustained opposition. The privatisation and market-

inducing reforms in the wake of the 1973 coup in Chile, the overthrow of Saddam Hussein and the 

imposition of an American-led interim government in Iraq (which included large-scale privatisation 

of state resources) and the reforms shortly after Hurricane Katrina (where the school system was 

essentially privatised within two years of the disaster) are all examples Klein documents, describing 

this trend as the ‘Shock Doctrine’. The Conservative Party employed a milder form of this doctrine in 

turning the initial discussion of banker irresponsibility in the wake of the financial crisis of 2008 to 

one of reckless government spending, and ‘scrounging’ immigrants and welfare claimants. The 

neoliberal critiques of both a self-interested government acting irresponsibly, and the need for 

individuals to be responsible for their own welfare were employed to great effect in the wake of the 

financial crisis, whilst the wider structural issues precipitating the crisis were left largely 

unaddressed.  

Evidence has shown that austerity measures driven forward by the coalition government since 2010, 

marked by a backdrop of a sluggish recovery from the 2008 financial crisis, have particularly effected 

younger people, with cuts to youth centres, the Educational Maintenance Allowance and under-25’s 

welfare benefits introduced by the government (Sloam and Henn, 2018, p.23-4). Perhaps most 

fatally has been the tripling of higher education tuition fees from £3,000 to £9,000 a year in 2012, 

particularly stinging for many young people who voted for the Liberal Democrat party that was 

promising to scrap fees altogether. The party subsequently saw an exodus of members (see Chapter 

2 for more detail on party membership figures) and, in the 2015 general election the party 

performed very poorly (although their fortunes seem to have turned again in recent years, partly 

due to their firm Remain stance on Brexit). In addition, prior to Covid 19, youth unemployment sat at 

around 11.9% for 16-24 year olds (Jan-March, 2020), considerably higher than for the rest of the 

adult population (3.9% as of January 2020 (ONS, 2020b)), rising to 12.7% throughout the Covid-19 
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pandemic (Foley, 2020). Whilst the data discussed in Chapter 2 suggests this hasn’t made voter 

turnout in younger age groups any lower, this may be because it is already at such a low level. The 

effect on engagement and trust with political institutions in the long term for this generation 

remains to be seen, but it is unlikely to be a positive one. 

As the capacities of, and belief in, government appear to decline, as more and more functions and 

responsibilities of the state are farmed out to private sources, businesses come to be seen as more 

and more relevant to citizens’ lives, and more viable vehicles for addressing their needs and wants 

(Kyroglou and Henn, 2017). From the opposite direction, this ties into an increasing tendency, 

documented by Klein (2000) of corporations (she singles out the likes of Nike) to increasingly sell not 

individual products but a lifestyle, increasingly encroaching into the cultural life of citizens and 

performing acts of charity or support that were once part of government provision (Klein, 2000). This 

is but a part of the wider goal of neoliberal rationality, of subordination of the public to the private, 

and collective, solidaristic logics to those of market-like, competitive ones.  

It is important to note here that this should not be mistaken for the simplistic and misguided view of 

neoliberalism as invoking simple binary divisions between state and market. Rather, it is that the 

state’s relevance to citizen’s lives, in terms of welfare, education or health, is severely curtailed 

under neoliberal governance, whilst the relevance of the markets and private companies grows. It 

appears then that privatisation and deregulation could be impacting political engagement both by 

transferring areas of policy from public into private hands (directly limiting the range of options for 

democratic expression), but also undermining faith in the capacity of collective institutions. A decline 

in external political efficacy, and potentially, by restricting citizens’ access to important resources 

needed to develop political skills, internal political efficacy too.  

 

4.3.5 - Expert Rule 

Our fifth impact is the rise of ‘expert rule’, which Earle, Moran and Ward-Perkins (2017) describe as 

stemming from the dominance of a certain approach to economics, which they describe as 

‘neoclassical’.31 Neoclassical economics is an approach that views economic matters as primarily 

quantifiable and mechanistic, markets as broadly self-correcting and humans as ‘rational optimisers’. 

Such a view of politics and economics, largely devoid of concern for moral reasonings, subjectivity or 

values, and subsumed with the assumption of simple, predictable patterns in human behaviour, 

 
31 Strictly speaking, not the same as neoliberal, although many of the basic assumptions about how economies 
should run and how human beings function are similar.  
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strips political discourse of much of its vitality, and excludes those not versed in the tenets of 

macroeconomics. Earle, Moran and Ward-Perkins argue that such an approach has led to economic 

decisions increasingly being made by ‘experts’, as macroeconomic decisions are seen to have simple, 

evidence-based answers, thereby excluding the public from much of the realm of politics.  

Recall Davies’ (2014, p.29, quoted last chapter) contention that neoliberalism aims to reduce the 

ambiguity and contestation inherent in political discourse to simpler economic questions. He also 

highlights the important role ‘economic policy experts and advisers’ come to play in neoliberal 

governance; using the analysis of coaches in sport, he argues that ‘constructed’ competitive systems 

require experts to make the rules. Peck, Theodore and Brenner (2012, p.279), in discussing the 

diffusion of neoliberalism, argue that it comes about via ‘fast policy’ processes that are often 

technocratic and advanced via calls for ‘best practice’, often with significant involvement of ‘experts’ 

(they do also argue that whilst attempts are often made to transplant policies from one context to 

another, there are inevitably ways in which the local context can shape the new policy). This can 

foster a tension with democracy and engagement. As Hart and Henn put it, “politicians devolve the 

provision of services to politically autonomous agents (such as Quangos), while simultaneously 

resisting any collective requests of the electorate that seek reform of public provision outside of pre-

established boundaries” (Hart and Henn, 2017, p.9). As noted in Chapter 3, there is considerable 

disagreement amongst neoliberals as to the extent to which ‘experts’ can really have a useful role in 

policy making, partly rooted in their differing perceptions of the ability of science to accurately 

predict and shape societal outcomes. The broader consensus that underlies these disagreements, 

however, is a desire to see a greater role for markets in society, and some role for the state to bring 

this about. Where experts have come to dominate new areas, it is primarily to serve this end. 

In addition, under neoliberal rationality, states increasingly act as commercial providers themselves, 

becoming subsumed by concerns over performance and efficiency (Dardot and Laval, 2014, p.215-

254, see also the discussion of New Labour above) and come to operate more along the lines of a 

‘nomocracy’, which aims to develop a ‘rule-governed order’ that enables individuals to pursue their 

own private interests (in this case, through market or market-like systems), rather than a state-

directed pursuance of collective goals (such as equality), as the purpose of law (Plant, 2010). It is 

easy to see how such an approach could favour technical, economic and legal knowledge over and 

above the values and priorities of citizens. This can happen in two ways. First, through obvious 

restrictions in democracy, whereby collective decision making is directly replaced with expert 

decision making, but also, second, by engendering a culture in which the ordinary citizen does not 

feel qualified to engage in political debate and is often left alienated and disillusioned by political 

discourse predominantly in the language of academic economics, as evidenced in the previously 
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discussed work of Earle, Moran and Ward-Perkins (2017). They describe such an effect as a 

‘devaluation of citizenship’ (p.24) and argue that it serves to narrow policy debates and, through a 

technical, knowledge-based discourse, reduce the sense citizens have of being able to participate. 

Examples of this in a UK context include the New Labour decision to make the Bank of England 

‘independent’ and introduce the Private Finance Initiatives scheme, which is a series of partnerships 

between government and private companies to deliver public services and/or infrastructure projects 

(Monbiot, 2001). In a similar vein the Coalition government, in its approach to higher education 

reform, consulted, primarily, Vice Chancellors and business leaders, rather than students and 

academics who study and work in the sector (McGettigan, 2013, p.6).  

As an example of what the effects of expert rule might look like for individuals, Condor and Gibson 

(2007, p.129), in their study of the tensions between liberalism and democracy, discuss one of their 

respondents repeatedly refusing to answer a question concerning their opinion on the Iraq War, 

consistently citing their ‘friend studying politics’ as a better person to ask, even in the face of the 

interviewer telling them they just wanted their opinion and that there ‘wasn’t a right or wrong 

answer’ - a deification of ‘expertise’ to the point where political opinion not supported by an 

academic qualification is seen as illegitimate. This is likely compounded by the way the media 

reports on political issues too. As discussed above, Lewis, Inthorn and Wahl-Jorgensen (2005) argue 

that the media portrayal of politics warps the citizen’s view of the political process and their role in 

it. The media perpetuates the idea that citizens are really just passive ‘consumers’ of politics, 

watching from the side-lines rather than actively participating, shaping and changing. The media 

almost exclusively positions ordinary citizens as ones reacting to things political elites have done or 

said - rarely are they cast in a proactive, leading role. In addition, Pederson (2012) found that when 

the media focuses on political self-interest and strategy, common frames for reporting 

parliamentary politics and elections, it can lead to lower levels of internal political efficacy.  

Under increasing expert rule politics steadily becomes the business of an educated, skilled elite. 

Expert rule then, through an exclusionary political discourse and a narrowing of policy decisions, 

could potentially be reducing internal and external efficacy for the neoliberal subject, and thereby 

reducing political engagement too. 

 

4.3.6 - Labour Repression 

The final impact is the repression of labour. This is most obvious with the hostile environment trade 

unions faced under the Thatcher governments, which the Trade Union Congress (TUC) website 
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details as a series of Bills throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s that “cumulatively, greatly restricted and 

controlled trade union activity” (Lyddon, undated). The TUC site goes on to argue that the impact of 

these reforms was to make it harder for unions to respond quickly and effectively to issues, and to 

increase their financial costs, and indeed, trade union membership in the UK has halved since 1979 

levels, with younger people being significantly less likely to be a member of a union too (Department 

of BEI, 2018 – see the earlier, fuller discussion provided in Chapter 2).  

Mason (2016, p.24) argues that this process is key to neoliberalism, as it needs to produce “the 

individualised worker and consumer, creating themselves anew as ‘human capital’ every morning 

and competing ferociously with each other”. Gray (2009, p. 36) takes it further, arguing that 

“intermediary social institutions…limit the power of markets over people” (he refers here to 

professional associations, local authorities and even families, rather than trade unions) and that 

therefore “re-engineering the free market cannot avoid weakening or destroying such intermediary 

structures”. Trade unions, then, are seen as challengers to market logics — pockets of collectivism 

that directly disrupt the idea of individuals operating in markets through commodified transactions. 

Under neoliberalism, they must be defanged. This open hostility between two conceptions of social 

organisation is explicit in Thatcher’s own rhetoric on the miner’s strikes, where she argued Britain 

had had to ‘fight the enemy without’ in the Falklands, but also had to always be aware of the ‘enemy 

within’, which was more difficult to fight and ‘just as dangerous to liberty’, specifically mentioning 

‘miners’ leaders’ (Thatcher, 1984). 

Streeck (2016) argues that from the 1980’s onwards there was a decline in the strength of trade 

unions and in general the voice of producers, whilst increasingly an individual’s role as a consumer 

was a site of choice and potentially control, with a switch in focus in industry from mass production 

to more tailored, individualised and personalised products and services, with this new type of 

consumption enabling new means of individualised expressions of identity (p.95-112). We are 

remoulded into exerting power and influence (however ineffective it may be) as consumers, 

individualised and through market forces. The focus in this new consumerism was on wants and 

desires, not needs, in turn feeding into justifications for privatisation of state services as states 

provide broadly uniform products: only private firms (it was argued) can provide for the wants of 

consumers. This feeds into the previous section on privatisation and deregulation, as identities 

switch, justifications for such policies become easier to make. Streeck (2016) fears that state 

provision seen in these terms will never be able to match up to individualised market wants and 

argues that democracy is about compromise and debate and reflection, whereas markets are not, a 

development familiar from the earlier section on marketisation and its problems. 
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A number of theories have been advanced as to why trade unions have declined in membership. 

One theory suggests that changes in the nature of work and job markets have contributed to this 

decline. Standing (2011) in his work ‘The Precariat’, for instance, argues that job markets have 

become more ‘flexible’ and the class structure in society more ‘fragmented’. He believes that this 

has given rise to a new ‘precariat’ class that increasingly relies on short-term, low-paid work, often in 

the service industry, and that this development reduces worker solidarity and the ability to think 

long-term, reducing the likelihood of unionisation. Lyddon (undated) gives some data to support the 

theory: “Union membership in Great Britain had peaked in 1979 at 12.6 million members in 

employment (this excludes the self-employed) before falling steeply to 10.3 million by 1984. Most of 

this decline reflected job losses in heavily unionised sectors, so union density (the proportion of the 

employed workforce in unions) only fell from 55% to just under a half. Yet when unemployment 

started to drop, the new jobs were in poorly unionised private services rather than in 

manufacturing.” 

Blanchflower and Bryson (2008, p.1), however, offer a different take: “Only a third of the 28 

percentage point decline in private sector union recognition between 1980 and 2004 is attributable 

to changes in workplace characteristics, such as the decline of heavy industry.” They focus instead 

on the growing tendency of businesses to refuse to recognise unions. The disagreements here are 

over extent, rather than reality. Blanchflower and Bryson are not suggesting the changing nature of 

industry hasn’t had an effect, they are just questioning whether it is the predominant factor. The 

three suggestions mentioned here combined give us a useful lens through which to view changing 

work relationships – the changing nature of employment in the UK in terms of sector and stability, as 

well as the role both governments and employers have played in disrupting union activity. 

The changes to conditions for labour in the UK extends beyond a challenging environment for trade 

unions, however. Standing (2011, p.23) estimates that about a quarter of the population in the UK 

now falls into the category of ‘precarious’ worker, which he defines as someone needing to engage 

with insecure (shorter-term contracts, fewer employment protections, often lower pay) labour to 

live and having to take pretty much whatever work is offered. He argues that this labour ‘flexibility’ 

erodes ‘relational and peer-group interaction’, that ‘commodification has seeped into every facet of 

citizens’ lives, that it leaves citizens with no agency, ‘no capacity to resist’ market forces (Standing, 

2011, p.26), and that it can confound their ability to think long-term, to contemplate the past and 

present and link it to an imagined future.  

Hardgrove, McDowell and Rootham (2015) through their qualitative interviews with young men in 

precarious employment, also highlight the temporary nature of such work, how in some jobs a 



105 | P a g e  
 

worker can be given as little as half an hour’s notice to turn up to a shift or be fired almost at will, 

suggesting this transitory, uncertain existence particularly afflicts younger people. Indeed, evidence 

suggests that a third of people on zero hours contracts are under the age of 24 (ONS, 2017), and in 

Chapter 2 we saw that youth membership rates in trade unions are lower than other age groups 

(Department of BEI, 2018). Krestos (2014), in their report on youth engagement with trade unions, 

pinpoints lack of awareness or knowledge of trade unions as a key reason for younger people not 

being involved in them, and also, drawing on Trade Union Congress research, lack of ‘pull factors’ – 

i.e. unions were not perceived as being able to effect change (along with lack of push factors (happy 

with working conditions) and ‘repellent factors’ such as cost, not wanting to single oneself out and 

not identifying with union members). Allan, Autin and Wilkins-Yel (2021), in reviewing the literature 

on the psychological impact of precarious work have argued that precarious work has been shown to 

lead to poorer mental health and loss of self-esteem and perceived sense of control32.  

Changing working conditions, as well as more hostile environments for unions and workers from 

government and employers has led to a situation where younger people have less awareness about 

unions and the principles behind them, are less certain about unionising’s ability to affect change, 

and through precarious work have worse self-esteem, less sense of control and poorer mental 

health. Here it seems that these factors would be relevant to internal political efficacy – individuals 

that have a less positive view of themselves and their control in their lives are unlikely to feel 

particularly confident in their ability to affect political change, particularly if they also are less likely 

to have communal sources of collective resistance and the resources that come with this through 

trade unions.  

Students’ Union are a particularly interesting example to consider in the light of neoliberalism. As 

university campuses have become sites of marketisation, Students’ Unions (SU’s) have not remained 

unaffected. Successive legislation, such as the Education Act 1994 and the Charities Act 2011, forced 

SU’s to become registered charities and curtailed the range of actions they are able to enact. They 

cannot support political parties and they must demonstrate how an issue fits in line with their 

‘charitable objectives’ (i.e. representing students). Universities increasingly utilise unions as a vehicle 

to showcase and improve their ‘student experience’, selling more degrees, but this extra funding and 

attention can make it harder to disagree with senior managers when unions need to, unsettling what 

is a politically important autonomy. The National Union of Students has warned of SU’s facing a 

 
32 It is also important to note work by Antonucci (2018) that argues that not all young people in what is classed 
as precarious work are necessarily negatively affected by this in equal degrees – for instance Antonucci 
highlights that precarious work can be useful for some young people who “who choose to work to limit their 
reliance on their family or to pay for extra expenses” (p.901). 
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‘values crossroad’, potentially following many others in the charity sector in becoming more 

‘professionalised’, offering shallower forms of engagement to students, rather than more radical, 

militant activism, and incorporating more corporate processes than democratic ones (NUS, 2015). 

This occurs concurrently with a degree increasingly being viewed by government (and potentially 

wider society as a result) as a private investment bought by a student ‘consumer’ and a university 

being a professionally run business. This serves the agenda of neoliberalism: a focus on individual 

customers, operating through professionalised feedback loops, rather than radical, collective 

democratic decision-making. 

The ability to develop strong bonds or to plan and organise for work-based demands is severely 

challenged by such a process. The relationship between trade union decline and precarious work 

conditions is likely to be cyclical, with the decline of unions opening the door to loss of rights and 

good conditions at work, which in turn foster a more difficult terrain for union activists to recruit and 

organise in. The decline of unions has also been linked to rising inequality (Stiglitz, 2013), something 

which also leads to social fragmentation, as explored earlier. It seems then that there are a number 

of things going on with this reduction in trade union activity and the changes in the nature of work. 

The obvious and immediate barriers to political engagement this creates, the challenge to a source 

of collective organising, often supplanted by pay and conditions being organised on an individual 

basis instead (which feeds into responsibilisation narratives explored above), and the lack of space 

and time to build the required social bonds and trust to engage in activism. Again, it appears these 

changes may be increasing individualism, and reducing external political efficacy, and given that they 

are less likely to be unionised and more likely to be in a form of precarious employment, it seems 

that this is affecting younger generations disproportionately, especially when many of them will be 

entering into the workforce having no memories of any other workplace landscape or memories of 

strongly unionised workplaces with stronger levels of social solidarity. The effects noted above of 

precarious work on mental health and self-esteem could also possibly have an impact on internal 

political efficacy for young people too.  

The impacts summarised above are, in many cases, interconnected and mutually reinforcing. As well 

as the decline of trade unions, deregulation, for instance, has been linked to increasing inequality 

(Stiglitz, 2013). Privatisation has, in turn, also been linked to inequality in a mutually reinforcing way, 

whereby tax breaks for the rich (a partial driver of inequality) justifies ‘austerity’, which includes 

privatisation, and which hugely benefits the wealthy who buy up the previously public goods 

(sometimes at below market valuations) (Sayer, 2015). Responsibilisation narratives tie into more 

individualistic, competitive, self-reliant approaches to work that are likely both cause and 

consequence of declining union membership and collectivist solidarity more generally. Pervading 
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them all is a subjective experience for the neoliberal subject that is characterised by increasing 

individualism and declining levels of political efficacy. This is likely to have drawn individuals away 

from collective forms of organising and political expression, such as political parties and trade 

unionism, and away from engagement with traditional politics, such as voting (all of which is born 

out in the trends in engagement presented above). Given neoliberalism’s emphasis on, and 

empowerment of, the market, and the fostering of more individualistic, consumerist identities, it is 

possible that individuals find some limited form of political expression through political 

consumerism; that the market becomes the site of political contestation under neoliberal 

subjectivity. This potentially explains what we are seeing with the rise of political consumerism 

described above. 

 

4.4 A Deterministic Theory? 

 

The arguments presented so far in this chapter are open to the critique of being too ‘deterministic’, 

or at the very least of ignoring the potential agency of citizens, and that this theory as so far 

presented is in danger of promoting the idea that ordinary people are under the sway of large-scale 

social, political and economic changes, constantly being moulded and shaped by them, without 

having any sort of active participation in them – a deterministic theory of history and social change. 

Nineham (2017), for instance, in his attempt to explain the current political climate in the UK, 

challenges some of what he sees as the pessimism of the left over the last few decades, arguing that 

this itself has played a part in social democratic parties (notably the Labour Party in the UK) 

converting to a form of neoliberalism in recent decades – potentially, then, ascribing too much 

power to the neoliberal project could be a self-fulfilling prophecy. This is a critique those of us 

ascribing various roles to various ideologies should take seriously. 

In particular, Nineham (2017) argues that throughout the ascendancy and indeed dominance of 

Thatcherism and neoliberalism, this project has been resisted every step of the way by working class 

communities and has failed to ever receive explicit majority support. Nineham’s approach and 

characterisation of British politics since the 70’s can perhaps be best understood as one that speaks 

of conflict – of loss of community, of loss of hope in the state, collectivism and alternatives, but also 

one of resistance, and what he terms ‘wider politicisation’. He believes in particular that this 

resistance, always present, is coalescing into a more organised, coherent act of protest, partly due to 

the rallying around the Corbyn project by many left and grassroots groups (although with Corbyn no 

longer at the helm of the Labour Party, it remains to be seen what will happen to this). He believes 
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this explains Corbyn’s rise to the leadership of the Labour Party, Labour’s surprisingly good results in 

the 2017 general election, as well as having an influence on events like the close Scottish 

independence referendum in 2014. 

Nineham’s account certainly does not deny that neoliberalism aims to invoke an individualised, 

commodified society largely devoid of state provision, social solidarity and collectivism, but his 

writing suggests that these aims may not have been implemented as effectively as some authors 

suggest and that working class resistance has ensured the continuation of an attachment to the 

values of social solidarity and collectivism. There is some evidence for this. Obviously, the infamous 

wave of miners’ strikes that saw mining communities pitted against the Thatcher government was a 

key area of working class resistance to neoliberal policy. Todd (2014) highlights the solidarity with 

striking miners from some surprising sources (upper middle class individuals), and the community 

projects and activism that emerged in the 1980’s on many council estates as a reaction against 

neoliberal policy, all testament to some level of resistance to neoliberal mentality: “Whilst 

Thatcher’s emphasis on individual freedom was popular, her encroachment on collective 

freedoms…was not” (Todd, 2014, p.325). Todd also draws on research that shows there was still 

strong public support for wealth redistribution, the intense opposition to the poll tax and the 

persistence of class-based thinking as evidence of challenges to the Thatcherite worldview. 

However, Todd goes on to highlight that this community-minded reaction could not replace what 

was being lost in terms of state support, and the loss of directly elected officials’ control over a 

variety of previously public services could be a barrier to effecting change in local communities: 

“Thatcher’s reforms robbed them of the little collective power they had…” (Todd, 2014, p.328-329). 

More recently, there has been a current of protest and resistance against Coalition and Conservative 

government policy – notably to the quintessential project of marketising higher education. 

Rheingans and Hollands (2013, p.252) highlight how the 2010 student movement against fees and 

marketisation in HE challenged a more individualistic outlook on society by showing forms of 

collective organising, traditional protest actions and a clear linkage to traditional, ‘modernist’ issues 

of exploitation rather than ‘postmodernist’ concerns: “individualisation, although a pervasive 

process, is in no way complete or unchallengeable, as examples of collective action like the 

university occupations clearly testify.” In general, their interviews with students involved in the 

protests do indeed challenge the view of an overly individualistic generation (and they also highlight 

that personal interests can be pursued within a collective framework - they don’t have to be 

mutually exclusive). However, their interviewees are a highly engaged, most likely unrepresentative, 

group of students, taking part in a 19-day occupation of a university building, by definition a 

collective act, so it is perhaps not that surprising if they seem to display more engaged, collectivist 
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attitudes. In recent years, there has been a sustained youth protest presence in British politics In 

particular, the rise of youth activism and support around Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour 

Party, and the rise of radical, grassroots youth protest over climate change stand out. A potentially 

useful way to resolve this conflict between agency and structure, between wanting to recognise the 

continued engagement of young people but also appreciate how wider social processes have altered 

their life choices, can be found in their work: “although social structures continue to shape life 

chances, they do so in forms that are harder to recognise and challenge, in the context of a social 

world increasingly predisposed to seeking individualist solutions to wider social problems” (p.550).  

Fisher, in his work ‘Capitalist Realism’ (2009) asks whether anyone really believes that putting more 

‘ethical’ bankers and politicians in place would have prevented the financial crisis of 2008. His 

argument is that it would not have, that the issue was not individual psychopathy, but structural, 

systemic issues inherent in capitalism itself. As a socialist, Nineham is hardly likely to disagree with 

such an analysis. Socialism as a political project is concerned with structural, systemic reform. To 

advocate for that is to accept the ability that systems, and in this case, hegemonies, have of affecting 

and directing human thought and behaviour. Nineham’s work itself does also at times appear to 

accept some level of erosion of solidarity and collectivism: “If neoliberalism has broken up some of 

the traditional bastions of working class collectivity and relentlessly promoted the individual as the 

beginning and end of wisdom, it has also extended corporate control over new areas of life and 

increased the number of people in the service of big capital” (Nineham, 2017, p.81). He also 

discusses the alienation inherent in the commodifying process of capitalism. Seen in this light, 

neoliberalism’s isolating and smothering tendencies can perhaps be viewed as an extrapolation, 

inherent in, rather than a phenomenon completely new to, capitalist tendencies. Clearly, then, 

Nineham accepts that neoliberalism has had some success in exerting its values on individuals and 

society. 

There are a number of ways to interpret this debate: 

• First, we could take this at face value. That researchers critical of neoliberalism are correct to 

highlight the aims of neoliberalism, and to warn of the consequences of its successful 

implementation in terms of a cultural and social project, but that they overstate the extent 

to which it has been successful as a social project in changing individuals’ values, i.e. it has 

not managed to reduce belief in social solidarity and collectivism.  

• Second, we could read this as neoliberalism having done both. In places and at times, it has 

reduced social solidarity and collectivism, and all the knock-on effects implicit in this that we 

have seen above, but it has also provoked resistance. Which of the two it has resulted in has 
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resulted largely from the ability of groups to organise and the resources at their disposal, as 

well as the resources at the disposal of the neoliberals.  

• A third potential outcome is that, whilst consciously still believing in the values of 

collectivism and social solidarity, unconsciously, individuals have internalised neoliberal 

values like individualism and lack of efficacy in collective endeavour. 

• A fourth, closely linked alternative, is that citizens still believe in social solidarity and 

collectivism as ideals, but, consciously, feel like they are not realistic outcomes, and 

therefore approach issues from an individualistic perspective.  

 

The approach taken here is a mixture of 2, 3 and 4. The argument presented in this chapter is that 

young people are living increasingly in a context where they are encouraged, persuaded and even at 

times forced to engage in more individualistic, competitive, entrepreneurial ways, and that their 

faith in their own ability to engage in politics and the effectiveness of doing so has been eroded. The 

focus is on the system and the context which limits their options, not on some sort of inherent flaw 

or defect in them as individuals. Of course, from earlier chapters, neither has it been argued that 

young people are completely disinterested and switched off from the ideas of political change and 

mobilisation – the ways in which they express this, however, do look different to other generations.   

 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 

We have seen then in this chapter that there are six key ways in which neoliberal policy has 

impacted political engagement in the UK in recent decades: marketisation and the tensions this 

brings with democratic procedures; the ever-increasing capture of policy processes by ‘experts’; the 

fragmentation and repression of organised labour; spiralling inequality and the social and economic 

woes that come with it; deregulation, privatisation and reductions in state support that alter the 

nature of the state and an individual’s relationship with and faith in it and increasing 

responsibilisation narratives. These impacts have led to heightened wealth and income inequality, 

disempowered trade unions, and removed large chunks of decision making outside the control of 

democratic, collective bodies and reduced the provision of public services. Even ignoring any 

possible role they may have played in impacting on political engagement, these reforms have had 

dire consequences for millions of citizens, increasing social exclusion, poverty and inequality.  
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It was suggested, however, that these impacts result in higher levels of individualism and lower 

levels of both internal and external political efficacy, and that this could be altering the ways in 

which citizens in the UK come to conceptualise and approach political and social change. Current 

research suggests that inequality had eroded social trust, that the decline of union membership has 

resulted in more fragmented and precarious working conditions, and that the deification of ‘experts’ 

in policy and discourse can be profoundly alienating for ordinary citizens. It has not been argued that 

young people are now a group of selfish, hedonistic competitors, only concerned about themselves; 

rather, that neoliberal politics has overtly shut down and subtly eroded faith in many forms of 

collective decision making, whilst also forcing many young people to have to engage with 

competitive and consumer-based tropes in an increasing number of areas of their lives.  

Whilst there is also a substantial literature on the relationships between political efficacy and 

political engagement, there is no comparable literature for individualism and engagement. Whilst 

much conjecture and opinion exists, at least vaguely describing a negative relationship between the 

two, there is little in the way of empirical studies of such a possible relationship. Neither is there 

much in the way of understanding of how factors such as efficacy and individualism impact different 

types of political engagement (particularly the sorts often overlooked in many studies of 

engagement, types perhaps more prevalent amongst younger generations), and how different types 

of engagement relate to one another. With this is mind, the next two chapters will describe the 

methods and results of the study carried out examining the relationships between individualism, 

political efficacy and political engagement. Chapter 5 will present the findings from the online 

survey, Chapter 6 will present findings from the follow-up interviews with respondents, and Chapter 

7, the concluding chapter, will discuss both of these sets of results together, drawing some final 

conclusions and discussing recommendations for future research in the area. 
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Chapter 5 - Individualistic and lacking faith?  

The links between engagement, efficacy and individualism 

  

5.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter 2 introduced us to the major trends in youth political engagement in the UK since the 

introduction of votes at 18 half a century ago. Broadly, it painted a picture of decline, of deep 

disillusionment with mainstream politics amongst many age groups but particularly pronounced for 

younger generations, marked by declining voter turnout and party and union membership, as well as 

low levels of political trust and efficacy. Some caveats were noted, notably the possibility of a 

‘youthquake’ in the 2017 general election (or possibly even in 2015) and alternative forms of 

engagement, such as social media and ‘DIY politics’. Reviewing a variety of common theories for 

engagement in the literature, we found that many had severe theoretical problems, or only 

explained small amounts of voter turnout. We therefore turned instead to wide-ranging 

‘environmental’ explanations instead, broader social and political changes in which political 

engagement is taking place. 

We arrived at neoliberalism as the focus of the thesis. This is defined as market or market-like logics 

coming to dominate as many areas of human activity as possible, peopled by competitive, 

entrepreneurial individuals, with the universal value of competition being the ultimate aim, crafted 

by invasive states. Touring through a number of impacts neoliberalism has had in the UK over the 

past forty years, we arrived at two key psychological factors that are relevant to political 

engagement. It was argued that neoliberalism has caused an increase in individualism and a decline 

in both internal and external political efficacy. 

This chapter presents the results from the online survey aspect of the primary research for this 

thesis and considers the survey findings in the light of the theoretical discussion developed in the 

earlier chapters. The research questions explored and the hypotheses tested are as follows: 

Research questions: 

• How politically engaged are young people today? 
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• What types of political engagement are most common amongst young people today? 

• What relationships do these types of engagement share with one another? 

• What relationship do traits such as individualism and political efficacy share with different 

types of political engagement? 

 

Hypotheses: 

Individualism will be negatively correlated with formal political engagement, but positively correlated 

with acts of political consumerism – This hypothesis is derived from the possible effects of 

neoliberalism on political engagement explored in Chapter 4, in particular, the effect that 

‘marketisation’, or the growth of market-like systems and rationalities across society has had on the 

psychology of citizens, and how in turn this is less fertile ground for at least traditional acts of political 

engagement (Kyroglou and Henn, 2017; Fention and Barassi, 2011). Formal engagement is specified 

as these seem to be the types of engagement (party membership, voting, trade union activism) that 

see the largest declines in youth engagement, and also rely on some form of collectivist rationale, but 

could possibly still leave the door open to more individualised political acts that can take place through 

market institutions and certain forms of social media or lifestyle activism.  

Internal and external political efficacy will both be positively correlated with political engagement – 

This hypothesis is derived from the well-established links in the literature between political efficacy 

and political engagement explored in Chapter 4 (Wollman and Stouder, 1991; Shingles, 1981; Niemi 

et al, 1991; Valentino, Gregorowicz, & Groenendyk, 2009) that demonstrate that political efficacy is 

positively correlated with political engagement. In addition, the current researcher’s own previous 

work has found links between political efficacy and political engagement (Allsop 2015; Allsop, 

unpublished). Beyond this hypothesis, this chapter will explore how strong the relationships between 

these two types of political efficacy are and different sub-groups of political engagement. 

Argumentation was presented in chapters 3 and 4 that neoliberalism had in some instances and 

contexts diminished levels of both internal and external political efficacy in younger people – if 

evidence is found to support this hypothesis, then that strengthens the argument that any detrimental 

effects neoliberalism may be having on political efficacy could in turn be harming political 

engagement. Beyond this, understanding the relationships between efficacy and different types of 

political engagement enables us to be more specific about the possible impacts of neoliberalism on 

political engagement.  
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Corporate efficacy will be positively correlated with acts of political consumerism – This hypothesis is 

derived from the theories discussed in chapters 2 and 4 that markets might be increasingly replacing 

state provision as the provider of needs and wants (Streeck, 2016; Kyroglou & Henn, 2017), in 

particular because there is a declining faith or trust in political institutions and an individual’s ability 

to enact change through them, whereas markets may seem more accessible in some ways. As it is well 

established in the literature that political efficacy shares a relationship with political engagement, it 

seems reasonable that this might be true for markets too – that higher levels of efficacy in market 

institutions and an individual’s ability to enact change through them might also share a relationship 

with actual political acts committed through markets (i.e. political consumerism).  

Political efficacy and individualism will be significant predictors of levels of formal political 

engagement, the former positive and the latter negative – This hypothesis derives from the 

hypotheses above – the assumption is that if political efficacy is found to have a significant, positive 

relationship with political engagement and individualism is found to have a significant negative 

correlation with at least formal political engagement, then combined these variables should have 

significant predictive ability in gauging levels of political engagement. If evidence is found to support 

this hypothesis, it suggests that the arguments in Chapter 4 detailing how neoliberalism has increased 

individualism and decreased political efficacy, particularly in younger people, has potentially had a 

significant impact on their levels of political engagement too.  

 

5.2 Methods 

 

5.2.1 - Procedure 

An online survey tool (Qualtrics) was used for the online collection of survey data. The decision was 

made to collect primary data this way, rather than draw upon larger existing data sets on national 

youth engagement, for two reasons: 1.) Part of the work of this thesis is to critique existing 

measures of political engagement and 2.) These surveys do not have questions of sufficient depth on 

issues such as individualism in order for correlational analysis to be run utilising the data generated 

by these other surveys.  

The online survey used in this study was comprised of a set of demographic questions plus three 

further sections, appearing in random order to respondents, each section containing a scale that 

measured a different variable: individualism, political engagement and political and consumer 

efficacy (see below for a more detailed description of the scales and how they were constructed, 
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and section 5.3 below for tests of their validity and reliability). Full details of the sampling methods 

used can be found below. The survey was sent out to a number of institutions (universities, youth 

wings of political parties, trade unions, civic groups, workplaces), in an attempt to gain a more 

representative sample, although this met with limited success (see below). Key demographic data 

was also captured and compared to the population as a whole in order to assess the 

representativeness of the sample in a variety of areas. These results are also provided in this 

chapter. 

Upon following the URL for the survey, respondents were initially met with a description of the study 

and why it was being conducted (the scientific rationale), which included an explanation of their 

rights as respondent: namely, an opportunity to withdraw their data at any point before analysis had 

begun (a date was given), and the chance to ask questions of the researcher and the relevant ethics 

officer in the university department (whose contact information was provided) should they wish to 

make a complaint about the study. Following this, they had to tick a number of boxes stating they 

understood their rights and gave informed consent for the researcher to use their data (to see a 

copy of the information sheet and consent form, see Appendix B). Respondents could not proceed 

onto the rest of the survey without ticking these boxes. They were finally asked to enter in an 

identifiable code, which comprised of their first initial, the first letter of the road they grew up on 

and the date of their birth (the day, not the month and year), thus generating a unique code that 

could be cited should they wish to withdraw their data, but one that did not reveal their identity. At 

this point, participants were also asked if they would be willing to take part in a follow-up interview, 

and if so to leave an email address or phone number by which they could be contacted.  

They then proceeded through the survey as detailed in the Materials section of this chapter, and 

upon completion were presented with a debrief sheet that thanked them for their time and 

reiterated their right to withdraw and who to contact if they had any complaints about the study, as 

well as an email to contact me with any further questions (see Appendix B for the full debrief sheet 

used).  

The results were downloaded from the tool directly onto an Excel spreadsheet at the end of the 

collection period, with this then transferred straight into SPSS for analysis. Data at this stage was 

then kept securely on the university server. Initial descriptive statistics were generated for all the 

demographic data and the variables, and then a host of inferential statistics were conducted, 

primarily; correlation, factor analysis, and multiple regression. These tests and the results they 

generated are discussed in more detail below. 
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Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Lincoln Ethics Committee. A full consideration 

of ethical issues in the study and how they were addressed can be found in the ethics application 

form found in Appendix A.  

5.2.2 - Participants and sampling 

Participants were young people residing in the UK, aged between 18-30 (at the time of completion 

of the survey). The study is, of course, examining specifically youth engagement, and the lower limit 

was set at 18 as these are the citizens that will likely have the opportunity to engage in the largest 

number of forms of political engagement (any below this age will not have been able to vote) and 

are to some extent easier to reach as a population. The upper limit of 30, rather than 24, was 

decided upon out of a recognition of the ‘millennial’ generation boundaries and how this generation 

was especially affected by neoliberalism (see Chapter 1 for a fuller discussion of the reasons for 

these age boundaries).  

The survey was ‘snowballed’ through social media groups I was part of (and some I joined during the 

research to reach a wider audience), as well as friends and colleagues, and promoted via Twitter 

asking for those in the academic and political sphere to retweet for a wider sample. I also, 

attempting to reach a wider audience, took a random sample of universities from the 2018 Times 

Higher League Table (an online random number generator provided 20 numbers between 1 and 131 

to select which universities to choose), emailing 5 random courses from each (again, the random 

number generator was used to select these from A-Z lists on their website) asking relevant staff to 

promote the survey to their students. I explained to them how they had been selected. Where the 

random number generator produced a number at which universities were tied in the league table 

(for instance, 62 came up, which both Bangor and Goldsmiths are tied at), the first of those placed at 

that number (the league table seems to have done this alphabetically) was chosen. Where a number 

was produced where there wasn’t a corresponding university on the league table (because there 

was a tie of multiple universities for the preceding ranking) then the university that would have been 

in that place if you add 1 for – for example, Kings College, London was listed 2nd out of the two 

universities tied for 26th place, so was therefore chosen for position 27. If a number came up twice, it 

was discarded the second time and another number produced (this happened once). There were a 

number of difficulties faced in terms of finding contact information for some of the university 

departments, and response rates were low, and ultimately resulted in far fewer survey responses 

than other methods, such as social media postings, so after some initial success this approach was 

abandoned. 
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For each city/town that a university was randomly chosen, trade union branches were also 

contacted asking them to promote the survey to their younger members. The unions selected were: 

Unison, GMB, NASWUT, Unite and USDAW (chosen due to being large and well-known unions). This 

was in an attempt to balance students with working young people too. Not all unions on the list 

were part of the eventual sample, as it was difficult to locate contact information for a number of 

the branches and lack of responses from unions was also a problem (as it was for university 

departments too). Eventually the attempt was abandoned with only some branches contacted due 

to said difficulties and the general lack of responses those that had been contacted seemed to be 

generating.  

318 respondents completed the online survey, which ran from December 10th, 2018 to February 18th 

2019 (a total of 10 weeks). A number of respondents were contacted for follow up interviews, but 

finding recruits for this part of the study proved difficult so some non-survey participants were 

eventually recruited for the interview stage of the study (see above for full details of the procedure 

the study followed). A number of relevant organisations, such as trade unions, university 

departments and youth political organisations, were contacted to help distribute the survey as well. 

This means, of course, the survey was not a random sample, the gold standard of scientific research, 

and that the evidence presented in this chapter should be treated with caution. However, the 

methods described above were utilised in the hope of going some way towards achieving a more 

representative sample, and key demographic data was also captured and compared to the 

population as a whole in order to assess this. The results are discussed below in section 5.3.  

 

5.2.3 - Materials 

The only materials used in the study was the online survey. The survey was constructed utilising 

Qualtrics software, the standard software used by the University of Lincoln for data collection and 

storage. This survey was made up of a number of sections, each aiming to measure a distinct 

psychological trait in respondents (political engagement, political and consumer efficacy, 

individualism), each of which will be discussed in detail below (the definitions and previous research 

behind each trait can be found in Chapter 4). 

An important point to be mindful of when reading the rest of this section is that not all respondents 

encountered the sections in the order they are presented as below: the section order was 

randomised in order to minimise ordering or priming effects. For instance, a respondent could 

reflect on filling out the political engagement section and feel that, actually, they don’t engage very 
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much in politics, and therefore score themselves lower than they might have otherwise done on the 

political efficacy section (this might be due to the fact that the engagement section helped them 

think through what their genuine efficacy levels are, or that the engagement scale is an inaccurate 

measure of their engagement and therefore unduly biased their efficacy responses). Whilst this 

could still happen in the study, by randomising the order sections appear to respondents, across the 

sample these affects will hopefully approach the point where they balance each other out. 

The survey in total consisted of 28 items and took, on average, 13 minutes to complete (there was 

likely some variation here, as there were opportunities, as detailed below, for more qualitative 

feedback that will likely have been engaged with more by some respondents than others). The full 

set of questions asked in the study can be seen in Appendix B. 

 

5.2.4 - The Pilot 

The initial survey constructed was pilot tested on 12 participants for thoughts around usability, how 

much sense and relevance questions made (an important consideration for completion rates and 

validity) potential additions, and to assess whether data came through in a usable format for me. 

These two aspects helped hone and improve the survey before it went out for the main part of the 

study.  

Pilot study participants were drawn primarily from my friends and colleagues and were contacted 

over social media (for details on messages that both pilot study and main study 

participants/potential participants received see Appendix C). In total, 12 participants took part in the 

pilot study and filled in the Google form that asked a number of questions regarding their experience 

of filling out the survey. No participants felt that the survey was too long, and none reported any 

issues with the software used. Seven out of the twelve respondents found at least some of the 

questions hard to answer. This does not necessarily mean that there is a problem with the survey, 

some of the questions could just be naturally difficult to think about or recall. However, some issues 

were highlighted specifically with the survey in regard to this, and by the three respondents that 

stated they found some of the language in the survey difficult. The following alterations based on 

their feedback were made: 

• On one of the items for political engagement, participants were asked how often they had 

completed various activities in the last 12 months, with one answer option being ‘never’. 

One participant commented that it was unclear if this meant never in the last 12 months, or 
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never at all. The wording was then edited to ‘not at all in the last 12 months’ to be clear on 

what was being asked. 

• There was significant confusion about the difference between BOYcott and BUYcotting.  

Clearer definitions were therefore given for both, partly in capitals to highlight the 

differences. In addition, one respondent also questioned how you could count how many 

times you’ve not bought something. The questions were then amended to ask how many 

products/services etc. had been boycotted or buycotted, rather than how many times a 

boycott had taken place. 

• Two questions were raised on the wording of the Triandis and Gelfand scale. The first was 

the question that states: ‘When another person does better than I do I get tense and 

aroused.’ Following a comment from a respondent, and a discussion with my supervisors, 

the word ‘aroused’ was dropped, as it was an unusual and perhaps unhelpfully amusing 

word in this context. The second question was: ‘It is important to me that I respect the 

decisions made by my groups’ was edited to “When a group I am part of makes a decision I 

try to stick to it” to try to make the intention of the question clearer. 

• A ‘service sector’ and ‘other’ options were added to the occupation section. 

• One respondent commented on the lack of clarity around the word ‘protesting’. This was 

amended to make it clear this particular question referred to physical 

demonstrations/marches, rather than protesting in a more general sense. 

• A respondent suggested a box at the end of each section for participants to clarify any 

answers they gave. This was added. 

• One respondent did suggest that they found it difficult to answer whether they trusted 

businesses or political parties more, as they trusted neither. A neither option was therefore 

added. However, when a respondent suggested that it was difficult to answer whether they 

trusted political parties or not because they trusted some but not others, no change was 

made. This is because the point of that question is to ask about political parties in general, 

not specifics. Presumably, if one feels some political parties have some merit, they would not 

endorse a statement that discredits all political parties. The answer options also give some 

scope for somewhat, rather than absolutely, agreeing or disagreeing with the statement. 

• Two respondents were unclear whether questions asking about volunteering etc. for an 

organisation referred specifically to just political organisations (which was indeed the 

intention). These were edited to make this clear. 

• A point was made about individualism/collectivism having too large a scale (9 points 

originally). This was reduced. 
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• One respondent found the random order of the questions slightly bewildering. The 

questions were deliberately randomised by the researcher. Whilst regrettable that this may 

have bewildered some, it was judged that the benefits of randomising question order 

(mainly stopping order effects, see above) outweighed the costs. 

 

The final political engagement scale used in the survey comprised of 31 items, aimed primarily at 

assessing both the level and type of political engagement respondents carried out: the full list of 

items can be found in Appendix B. Building on the critiques in the previous section, the scale used to 

measure political engagement in this study aims to capture both a wider and deeper sense of 

political engagement amongst young people, whilst also building in multiple opportunities to 

evaluate the survey for future research.  

 

5.2.5 - The scales  

5.2.5.1 Political engagement 

The scale consists of a number of differently worded items. Some of the items in this section are 

standard fare for political engagement measures, such as voting, political party membership, 

attending protests and demonstrations and contacting local officials. However, how the questions 

were asked about them differed depending on the item. This is more complex than one might first 

think: for instance, the survey asks how many times in the past year one has been on a protest, but 

this is not appropriate to ask of, say voting. One alternative is to ask respondents if they voted in all 

the elections they were eligible to do so, but again this is problematic as they might not be aware of 

which elections they could or could not vote in throughout their lives. Eventually, the decision was 

made to list the elections that anyone within the age range of the study could have voted in (general 

elections from 2010 onwards - anyone 30 or under in 2018 would not have been eligible to vote in 

the 2005 general election). The Brexit referendum was added in too, with answer options being 

‘Voted’, ‘Eligible to but did not vote’ and ‘Was not eligible to vote’ (to account for the different ages 

of respondents). Participants were then scored on the percentage of elections they voted in in which 

they were eligible to do so. For local elections, however, this was not possible: how many local 

elections a respondent will have been able to vote in will depend on which area of the country they 

are living in. It is quite possible someone would not remember exactly how many local elections they 

have voted in, given their more frequent occurrence than general elections, and so the decision was 

made to ask them to answer within bands of frequency (never, once or twice, etc). On the other end 
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of the scale, some political activities may happen so frequently that asking for an estimation of the 

number of times they have been undertaken in the past 12 months was just not feasible. Sharing 

political content on social media is a good example of this, so instead the answer options included 

answers such as ‘more than once a day’, ‘daily’, ‘weekly’ etc. The aim of these ways of framing 

questions was to be sensitive both to the frequency of political actions, but also the fact that some 

by their nature can happen on different timescales and at different frequencies. 

Some items were included after I had engaged in a reflexive process. For instance, as mentioned 

above, rarely do political engagement scales ask questions pertaining to trade or Students’ Union 

activism, yet for me (and many of my colleagues in various political organisations) such activism has 

been a key part of my political development, and currently constitutes a considerable amount of my 

own political engagement. To exclude such activities from a measure risks missing huge parts of the 

political lifestyles of young people. The survey also recognises, however, that not all young people 

are students, and therefore questions around trade union involvement are asked also.  

The survey also attempts to be more precise in its measurement of political consumerism, a subset 

of engagement of particular interest in this study. Research by Neilson (2010) has suggested that 

boycotting and buycotting are actually driven by different motivations (boycotters are less trusting 

of institutions so are more likely to respond to negative messaging about a product or company, 

whereas buycotters are more trusting and so may respond to the reverse) and should therefore be 

measured and treated differently by researchers, and so this survey presented each as a different 

item33. Options for protesting against companies and spreading opinions about companies (both 

specifically relating to ethical, political or environmental reasons) were also included, in line with 

Echegaray (2015, p.186) who argues that a focus purely on economic acts like boycotting and 

buycotting could exclude those with less economic means to engage in such acts.    

This section of the survey also included open questions, where respondents were invited to add 

other political activities they have engaged in (and how many times they have been carried out) into 

a textbox, with a justification as to why they believe it to count as ‘political’. This made possible the 

chance to assess which areas of political engagement the measure is missing. In addition, as 

discussed below, the qualitative stage of the study was used as an opportunity to gain valuable 

insights from respondents on how they felt the scale scores matched their own perceptions of their 

own political engagement, providing rich data discussed in Chapter 7 on designing political 

engagement measures for use in future research. 

 
33 Yates (2010) and Wicks et al. (2013) have also found differences in what leads individuals to boycott or 
buycott. 
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5.2.5.2 Political and consumer efficacy 

The political and consumer efficacy scale in the survey comprised of 16 and 5 items respectively, 

aimed primarily at assessing both the extent to which individuals believed in their own ability to 

affect both political institutions and companies and market systems, as well as their belief in the 

responsiveness of these systems: the full list of items can be found in Appendix B, and a fuller 

discussion of political efficacy was provided in Chapter 4.  

The internal and external political efficacy sections asked participants to rank from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) to what extent they agree with various statements, with some 

questions in the external political efficacy section being negatively scored. The questionnaire for 

internal political efficacy was first devised by Niemi, Craig, and Mattei (1991) and in my previous 

research using it was found to have a high level of reliability (Allsop, 2015), with Morrell (2003, 

p.589) also finding it to be a “reliable and valid measure of internal efficacy”. The section for external 

political efficacy was developed by Allsop (2015, unpublished), as an adapted version of Henn et al.’s 

(2005) measure, and displayed good levels of reliability through Cronbach Alpha testing (α= .89 and 

α= .90 respectively) in my previous work (Allsop, 2015). 

In addition to questions around political efficacy, this section of the survey also asked questions 

pertaining to consumer, business and market efficacy, in essence exploring the extent to which 

respondents believed in their own ability to impact these institutions and how responsive they 

believed they would be. This was included because theory (Kyroglou and Henn, 2017) suggests that 

as political efficacy declines, faith that used to be invested in the state is now switching to foster 

political expression in the market place. This poses a number of questions: if political efficacy is 

important to engagement with traditional political institutions, is consumer/market/business 

efficacy important for engagement with political consumption acts? Do we see a relationship 

between political efficacy and consumer efficacy?. It was important to have questions relating to 

corporate efficacy worded similarly to those measuring political efficacy, in order to be able to 

compare them fairly - even a slight change in the wording of a question could potentially produce 

large differences in how respondents answer them. This, along with the fact that the item set had 

already been tested in the field, is why the questions used in this study are based on those used in 

research by Echegaray (2015). Also drawn from Echegaray was an overall question that fairly directly 

asks respondents whether they feel like they have more influence over government or large 

companies’ decisions, as one way, along with the other efficacy item answers, of directly comparing 

the efficacy for each. The full list of questions can be seen in Appendix B.  
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5.2.5.3 Individualism and collectivism 

The individualism scale in the survey comprised of 16 items (8 measuring individualism, 8 measuring 

collectivism). The full list of items can be found in Appendix B, and a fuller discussion of individualism 

was provided in Chapter 4. The scale was a slightly modified version of Triandis and Gelfand’s (1998) 

Individualism-Collectivism scale. 

A full discussion of what constitutes individualism and collectivism can be found in Chapter 4. What 

is important to note in relation to the scale here, is that the distinction between vertical and 

horizontal types of individualism and collectivism was explored, both because the literature (Triandis 

and Gelfand, 1998) suggests that this is an important nuance in understanding individualism (IND) 

and collectivism (COL), and that the scale itself allows us to separate out different aspects of 

behaviour (vertical individualism for instance focuses on competitive behaviours, something we’ve 

already seen is key to neoliberalism). In addition, some have linked types of society to type of 

individualism or collectivism – for instance, Sivadas, Bruvold & Nelson (2008) have suggested the US 

(a country we have seen throughout this thesis to have played a key role in developing 

neoliberalism) to be the ‘quintessential’ vertical individualist, due to it’s competitive nature. The 

creators of this scale, Triandis and Gelfand (1998, p.119), as quoted in Chapter 4, summarise the 

distinction as follows: “… horizontal patterns assume that one self is more or less like every other 

self. By contrast, vertical patterns consist of hierarchies, and one self is different from other 

selves...” They continue, describing the four groupings: “… in HI, people want to be unique and 

distinct from groups, are likely to say "I want to do my own thing," and are highly self-reliant, but 

they are not especially interested in becoming distinguished or in having high status. In VI, people 

often want to become distinguished and acquire status, and they do this in individual competitions 

with others. They are likely to say, "I want to be the best." In HC, people see themselves as being 

similar to others (e.g. one person, one vote) and emphasize common goals with others, 

interdependence, and sociability, but they do not submit easily to authority. In VC, people 

emphasize the integrity of the in-group, are willing to sacrifice their personal goals for the sake of in-

group goals, and support competitions of their in-groups with out-groups.” In reviewing the 

literature, Triandis and Gelfand (1998) found that most studies up until that point focused on 

horizontal forms of IND and COL, at the expense of vertical forms and that therefore they were only 

measuring certain aspects of these traits, rather than the traits in their entirety. This suggests that 

Triandis and Gelfand’s measure provides a more holistic measure of IND and COL than the studies 
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that came before it. Indeed, a number of studies since their initial paper have found it both reliable 

and valid (Cozma, 2011).  

In addition, Triandis and Gelfand’s measure has a strong focus on competitive values and self-

reliance, which they and many other researchers argue are key parts of individualism. This is 

particularly useful for this study as the argument presented in Chapter 3 was that neoliberalism aims 

for competition and self-reliance to become universal values across all areas of human interaction. 

Another consideration in choosing this scale was whether the onus was on actual behaviour, or 

moral opinion: some surveys refer to whether ‘people’ or ‘groups’ should do or feel or think certain 

things. Again, whilst an important line of research this is not the focus of this study: we want to 

uncover the actual levels of individualism and collectivism in a respondent, not what their moral 

opinions on these issues are, which was another reason for choosing Triandis and Gelfand’s 

measure. 

A number of studies, including Triandis and Gelfand’s itself, have looked at the differing levels of 

individualism relating to particular reference groups, i.e. family members, friends, work colleagues 

and strangers. The phrasing of questions in the scale used in this study, however, (once my tweaks 

to wording were made) simply aims to assess general levels of individualism and collectivism, 

without discerning between different reference groups. The nuances of these traits between 

different reference groups is an important and interesting line of research, but simply beyond the 

scope of this work. The need here is to measure a more general sense of individualism and 

collectivism in each respondent. This means the wording for many of the collectivism items in 

Triandis and Gelfand’s original scale was slightly altered in this study.  

An important critique of the approach taken here is found in Oyserman, Kemmelmeir and Coon 

(2002, p.7): “the direct assessment approach assumes that cultural frame is a form of declarative 

knowledge (e.g. attitudes, values, and beliefs) that respondents can report on rather than some set 

of more subtle and implicit practices and social structures that respondents cannot report on 

because these practices are deeply woven into everyday life and are a normal part of living.” This is a 

genuine and largely inescapable problem with self-report research, and does mean the results 

should be taken with caution. More direct or experimental ways of measuring individualism and 

collectivism and how they relate to other factors is an important line of research that needs to be 

undertaken, although given the nature of these factors, is a direction likely to be plagued with 

ethical issues. 
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5.3 Results 

 
5.3.1 - The sample 

The survey, ran via the online survey tool Qualtrics and stored on University of Lincoln servers, was 

open between December 10th, 2018 and February 16th, 2019 and received 318 responses. Out of 

these, 41 respondents had to be removed as there were no answers provided to any of the items on 

the main scales - political engagement, individualism/collectivism and political and corporate 

efficacy scales (this is likely due to people opening up the survey link but then deciding not to fill in 

the survey). This left 277 responses for analysis. All respondents were UK residents aged between 18 

and 30. The survey was essentially ‘snowballed’ via social media and email, with those reached by 

my promotion of the survey being encouraged to pass the survey on to family, friends and 

colleagues who fulfilled the criteria (for full details see previous chapter). 

Table 5.1 displays the percentage of the sample a certain demographic makes up in the left-hand 

column, and the percentage the demographic makes up for the population as a whole in the right 

hand column (note: the population percentages are for the UK population as whole, rather than 18-

30 year olds specifically, as this data is much more readily available in government statistics and 

similar data sources). 78.9% of respondents were living in England (which actually makes it under-

represented in this sample), 5.3% in Wales (slightly over-represented), 2.5% in Scotland (under-

represented) and 7.9% in Northern Ireland (actually representing a disproportionately large amount 

of respondents from this area, given that their total population is just over 1 million, compared to 

roughly 66 million of the UK as a whole) (ONS, 2020c). This is likely due to the ‘snowball’ sampling 

method utilised, as I studied in Northern Ireland in the past and still have a number of contacts there 

that the survey was distributed to.  
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Table 5.1 

Sample demographics vs population demographics 

  Percentage of sample 

Percentage of target 

population* 

England 78.9 84.2 

Wales 5.3 4.7 

Scotland 2.5 8.2 

Northern Ireland 7.9 2.8 

Working class 39.9 60 

Middle Class 44 40 

Upper Class 0.4 
 

Does not identify with a class/did not 

answer 15.7   

Male 40 49.1 

Female 50 50.9 

Non-binary 4.4                                                    <1 

Did not answer 5.6            -- 

A-levels or lower                                     33.9 
 

Undergrad degree                                     36.8 
 

Masters  16.7 50.2 (at least undergraduate) 

PhD                                      1.1   

*Figures in the right hand column are from a number of different sources, detailed throughout the 

following text; Gov.uk (2019); Government Equalities Office, (2018); Department for Education 

(2019); Curtice, Phillips & Clery, (2016). 

The mean age of respondents was 23. Half of the sample identified as women, 40% as men and 4.4% 

as non-binary, with the rest providing no answer, meaning that men were slightly underrepresented 

in the sample (government data (Gov.uk, 2019) puts the gender split in the UK to roughly half and 

half between male and female – there is currently no reliable data on the number non-binary 

individuals within the UK, although rough government estimates place the trans population in the 

UK at less than 1% of the population (Government Equalities Office, 2018), although this could be 
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higher for younger age groups).34 This also suggests that non-binary individuals were significantly 

over-represented in the sample which is important as they are a group likely to have had different 

political experiences to cisgender individuals. It is worth noting, however, that the UK-wide estimate 

in Table 5.1 may be an underestimation of the number of 18-30 year old’s who identify as non-

binary. 

The most common levels of educational attainment were A-levels (33.3%) and undergraduate 

degree (36.8%), followed by Masters degree (16.7%). This is difficult to compare to national 

estimates. The government’s ‘Higher Education Initial Participation Rate’ that estimates how many 

young people enter higher education before 30, suggests the participation rate in higher education is 

now at 50.2% (Department for Education, 2019). This matches up roughly with the number of 

individuals obtaining an undergrad and a masters degree in this sample, but a number of those in 

the sample currently with A-levels could go on to enter higher education before they are 30 – even if 

only a small number of these did so, those educated to higher education level would be 

disproportionately represented in this sample, compared to the general population. This similarly 

makes comparison with the number of people with A-levels and GCSE’S difficult – given the young 

age sample, it is difficult to know how many of those in the sample who currently list GCSE as their 

highest educational achievement will in the near future go on to have A-levels or degrees Someone 

who is 18 could be about to gain a new educational achievement in the form of A-levels, and then 

soon after a degree, meaning comparisons between education groups would actually really just be 

comparisons of age. 

The figure for postgraduate study was slightly lower in the Department for Education’s data too, 

11% compared to the 16.7% found in this study’s sample. Given that research suggests that higher 

educational attainment correlates with higher levels of at least some forms of political engagement 

(Persson (2013, p.689) went as far as to describe this as “perhaps the most well-established 

relationship that exists in research on political behaviour” – see his paper for a fuller discussion of 

why this link exists), this could at least partly explain why the sample seems to be more politically 

engaged than the general population (see below). 

In terms of class, 39.9% of the sample identified as working class, whilst 44% identified as middle 

class, with only 1 participant identifying as upper class and 7.9% not feeling like they belonged to a 

particular class at all (although some of the 25 not answering this question may have felt like they 

 
34 Whilst there are a number of interesting findings regarding gender differences in political engagement and 
opinion, for the focus of this study, the relationships between engagement and individualism/collectivism and 
efficacy, there is no theoretical reason to suspect that there are major differences in how this mechanism may 
work between genders 
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didn’t belong to a class either). This is an interesting finding given the prominent discourse of class 

no longer mattering in politics and particularly of younger people moving ‘beyond’ such labels (see 

Inglehart, 1997 for a wider discussion of ‘postmaterialist’ politics). This also suggests that working 

class individuals are significantly under-represented in the survey, given that national estimates 

suggest 60% of the population are working class (Curtice, Phillips & Clery, 2016 – class was measured 

here by self-identification)35. This is not reflected in a higher proportion of middle class respondents, 

however. It seems, rather, that the disparity is made up by the number of individuals who stated 

they did not belong to a class or simply did not answer the question. 

Overall, then, the sample was biased towards more highly educated women and non-binary 

respondents, with a slight over-representation of respondents from Wales and Northern Ireland, 

although the bulk of respondents still came from England. The more highly educated bias is likely to 

have skewed the sample towards the more engaged end. This is something we’ll return to 

throughout the chapter. Although the other over-representations are not suspected to have had any 

drastic effects on the study, it is important to consider the results that follow with this over-

representation in mind. It is also important to note that ethnicity, amongst a number of other 

characteristics, will have important implications on the experiences of young people in the UK today, 

and in turn impact how they experience and engage with politics of all sorts. Exploring such impacts 

is beyond the scope of this study, but it is important to note that this is an important line of research 

for youth political engagement as well.  

There are, of course, a number of problems with the methodology employed in this study, some of 

which were not testable by data collected in the survey itself (although there are some indicators, as 

will be discussed below). For instance, the survey was purely online (primarily for reasons of cost 

and time), meaning that those not able or willing to access online materials are not represented.  

Whilst it seems reasonable to assume that the vast majority of young people in the UK in 2018/9 

would have had at least some online access, it is entirely possible that those few lacking access could 

have significantly different engagement patterns to those who have it. More research on how lack of 

internet access, for all ages, affects political engagement and other civic activities is needed. Those 

 
35 It is the current author’s view that lots of measures for class are at best proxies, such as income, occupation 
and educational achievement, and are imperfect at best. In addition, these offer particular problems for 
younger people – someone may be from an ‘upper’ class background and have many of the attendant benefits 
in terms of life chances commonly associated with this, but as a student or young professional their personal 
income or occupation may not reflect this. Whilst simply asking someone what their class identity is is certainly 
not without its own complications, the answers to this seem, to this researcher’s mind, at least as illuminating 
as other proxy measures – hence the use of self-identification as the measure for class here.  
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answering a survey online, of course, are likely to also have a bias towards online forms of political 

engagement too. 

However, the biggest drawback of the study was the ‘snowball’ sampling method employed. This 

essentially means that the respondents will not be representative of the target population (18-30 

year old UK citizens) as a whole, but will instead be biased towards certain subgroups within this 

larger population. Biases that are likely to have crept in to the sample include those responding 

being more engaged politically than the average 18-30 year old UK citizen (due to the survey being 

self-selecting and due to me, as an activist and campaigner myself, utilising personal networks as 

part of the data collection process), and those of a left-leaning orientation (again, due to my 

utilisation of personal networks). Despite these limitations, such a method, given the time and 

resources available to me, enabled the collection of a larger number of responses than otherwise 

might have been possible. 

The latter of these two issues is particularly problematic. Whilst I made efforts to reach out to those 

on the right and centre of the political spectrum, through groups such as Conservative Future, UKIP 

Youth and various Brexit related Facebook groups, there was likely a left-wing bias in the overall 

responses, not captured in the survey data (some evidence for this is also found in the number of 

respondents who identified as Labour Party members, although there was no detailed measure of 

political opinion in the survey – see below). It does not seem likely though that this will have caused 

a particular problem in gaining a picture of political engagement or of individualism/collectivism 

(although for this factor, there is likely a difference between levels between right and left on the 

political spectrum), or even political efficacy, but it may have impaired the study’s ability to assess 

the relationship between these factors. It is possible, and future studies that address specifically this 

are needed, that individualism has a different psychological impact on individual’s depending upon 

their political orientation. As left-wing views often focus on more collectivist forms of policy and 

organising, and some (although not all – notable are conservative traditions that focus on 

community) right wing ideologies focus more on the individual, it is possible that a higher level of 

individualism may be a mobiliser for right wing individuals, in a way that it isn’t for those on the 

political left. This would mean, if this study has a more left-leaning than average sample as is 

suspected, such a relationship may not be observed in the data36.  

 
36 It is also possible, of course, that our measure of individualism was acting as a proxy measurement for 
political opinion, or would at least share a considerable correlation with it. Someone could support a variety of 
left-wing positions that call for collective support and then express high levels of individualism, of course, but it 
would seem odd if the two things were completely unrelated. Future work that assesses these relationships 
and how they interact with political opinion is needed. 
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There are several issues raised by the likelihood that individuals who responded to this survey are 

more engaged than average, most of which will be discussed as they become relevant throughout 

the chapter, but one is worth mentioning now. Similarly to how a left-leaning sample may distort our 

ability to discern the relationships between the variables of interest, so might a more engaged 

sample. It is entirely possible that individuals at either extreme of engagement may be motivated or 

driven by different things than those with a more ‘average’ level of engagement, if such a thing can 

be said to exist. For example, a highly engaged political activist may be driven by a number of 

motivations, among them a deeply individualistic outlook, with much of their identity resting on 

such an ‘engaged, energetic’ activist trope. This is something that will be explored further in the next 

chapter. It is something that, again, future research should attempt to discern. There are other 

challenges a more engaged sample gives us, which will be discussed below and throughout. 

It is also possible that given the prevalence of students and recent graduates in the sample, the 

types of engagement and in general the political views expressed throughout the study are not 

representative of 18- 30 year olds as a whole, but rather a specific subset of that population (there 

were non-university students/graduates in the sample, but as shown above those with degrees were 

overrepresented in the sample). Whilst assessing the differences in political efficacy, engagement 

and levels of individualism between say graduates and those that left school and went straight into 

work is beyond the scope of this study, it is important to bear in mind that there might be important 

differences between these two groups, and the overrepresentation of one group in this study means 

we do not get a full sense of the views of all groups of 18-30 year olds. Those that were members of 

trade unions were also overrepresented in this sample. It is feasible that both of these 

characteristics in particular could have important implications for the variables studied here – those 

with higher levels of education, and those with access to collective means to address employment 

issues, could easily have higher levels of both types of political efficacy, for instance. Overall then, 

given the prevalence of these characteristics in the sample and the others mentioned above the 

levels of various variables in this study should be seen as more indicative of certain subgroups of 18-

30 year olds rather than all 18-30 year olds, but that it is an open theoretical question as to whether 

this will have had an impact on the relationships seen between these variables – this question should 

be assessed by future studies designed for this purpose.  
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5.3.2 - Political engagement 

5.3.2.1 Most common types of engagement 

Table 2 below details the top five most common forms of political behaviour respondents reported 

engaging in, as well as the percentage of respondents that engaged in each activity. Signing petitions 

(either online or in-person) was by a considerable margin the most popular form of engagement 

respondents reported taking part in, with 89% having signed at least one in the past twelve months, 

and 41% having done so at least five times in the past year. Voting closely followed this, with 83% 

having voted at least once, and 59% reported voting in every election and referendum they were 

able to. This dropped to 77% for having voted in at least one local election. The next most popular 

form was sharing some sort of online political content (memes/articles/videos), something that 80% 

did at least once a month, with a third doing it daily and a further 20% ‘several’ times a day. 62% 

reported having boycotted at least one product (interestingly, buycotting was considerably lower at 

46%, perhaps due to the unfamiliarity of the term).  

 

Table 5.2  

Percentage of sample engaging in top five political acts 

Activity Percentage of sample engaging 

Signing petitions 89% (at least once in past year) 

Voting in generals/referendums/Euro elections 82.7% (at least once) 

Sharing memes/articles/videos  80% (monthly) 

Voting at least once in local elections 77% (at least once) 

Boycotting a product 66% (at least once) 

 

At a glance, and perhaps unsurprisingly, all of these activities seem to share the commonality of 

being relatively quick and easy activities to engage in, although the time that goes into deciding who 

to boycott, who to vote for etc. could differ significantly from person to person (see Chapter 1 for a 

fuller discussion). It at least seems that there is the potential for all of these activities to be fairly 

quick activities. It is also worth noting that 74.7% of respondents were a member of some sort of 

union (trade, renters’ or Students’), particularly interesting given how few youth political 

engagement studies ask questions about this form of political activity. 
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Voter turnout in this sample was much higher than national estimates for the same age group (see 

Chapter 2 for a fuller discussion), even higher than the most optimistic of academic estimates for the 

controversial 2017 ‘youthquake’. This is unlikely to be because this survey delivered a more accurate 

representation of youth voter turnout, and more likely because the survey was completed by 

disproportionately more engaged young people. There is a steep rise between the 2015 and 2017 

turnout amongst respondents (a rise of 20%) but this is matched by the drop in those ‘not old 

enough to vote’. The difference is entirely explained by the fact that a significant proportion of the 

respondents were unable to vote in the 2015 election (this is true of turnout rises when plugging in 

the reported turnout for the Brexit referendum in 2016 too). Taken at face value this suggests that 

youth turnout did not rise significantly between the two elections. However, it is also quite likely 

that, given that for youth turnout to rise previously less engaged young people had to be mobilised, 

and that this survey was likely to be filled out primarily by higher-than-average-engagers, any rise 

that did happen between the two elections was missed by this survey due to sample bias. There was 

also a higher proportion of respondents that reported being a member of a political party than is 

true of the target population. 28% of the sample reported being a member of a party – this 

compares to only 1.7% of the UK population that are a member of the 3 main UK parties (Audickas, 

Dempsey & Loft, 2019).37 More than half of those who reported being members were members of 

the Labour Party, again suggesting a left-leaning bias in the sample (although young people do tend 

to vote for the Labour Party more than other age groups (Prosser et al., 2018a), and Labour has 

considerably more members than any of the other UK parties – see Chapter 2 for details. Whilst the 

presence of boycotts in the top 5 most common political acts chimes with figures quoted by Sloam 

and Henn (2019) the rates at which survey respondents reported engaging in such acts is higher than 

in Sloam and Henn’s figures.  

One of the least common forms of engagement was standing for office or elected positions within 

various political organisations (30 had for a political party, 27 for a union and just seven for another 

political organisation, with 22 standing for elected office, the highest of these equalling just 10.8% of 

respondents). Given that the least time intensive activities seemed to be the most common, it 

should be no surprise that this relatively time-consuming activity is one of the least common forms 

amongst respondents. It is also worth noting that whilst this makes standing for such positions one 

 
37 The total party membership figures will be slightly higher than this when all political parties are taken into 
account, but unlikely to be much larger. This is also an all-ages estimate, but given the percentage of the 
membership young people make up in each party discussed in Chapter 2, it seems unlikely they have a higher 
than average party membership rate. 
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of the least common forms of engagement in the survey, 10.8% probably represents a figure many 

times higher than the general population, more evidence of a more engaged than average sample. 

Very few respondents reported having protested against a company or service in the past 12 months 

(only 40 (14%) had), only 49 (18%) had been involved in organising a protest or demonstration in the 

past 12 months (although 108 (39%) had attended one) and only 55 (20%) had written a blog or 

newspaper article on a political issue in the past 12 months.  

 

5.3.2.2 ‘Total engagement’ variable 

A total engagement scale was computed by summing all engagement-related items in the survey, 

listed below (see also Appendix B for the full questionnaire).  

• Which of the following elections/referendums did you vote in? 

• How many times have you voted in local (city, county or mayoral) elections? 

• How many times have you voted in regional Assembly elections? (such as Holyrood, 

Stormont or the Senedd - English respondents skip this question) 

• Are you a member of a political party? (please indicate which, if any) 

• How many political organisations (other than political parties) are you currently a member 

of? 

• In the past 12 months, have you voted in any trade union/Students' Union/renters' unions 

elections? 

• In the past 12 months, have you stood for an elected position within (please tick which are 

applicable): 

o Your trade union/Students' Union/ renters' union 

o Political party  

o Other political organisation   

o None of the above  

• In the past 12 months, have you stood for elected office? 

• Please indicate the number of times (in the last 12 months) you have 

o Attended a physical demonstration or march 

o Helped to organise a protest or demonstration  

o Attended a political party meeting  

o Signed a petition (online or in person)  

o Wrote a blog post/letter to a newspaper on a political issue  
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o Contacted your local councillor or MP about a political issue  

o Attended a trade union or Students' Union meeting 

o Donated money to a political party/ political organisation/political cause  

o Canvassed or leafleted for a political party/political organisation/ political cause  

o Volunteered or worked for a political party/political cause/ political organisation in 

any other way  

o Left a review of or spread by word of mouth, political, ethical or environmental 

views about a product, company, brand or service  

o Protested against, for political, ethical or environmental reasons, a product, 

company, brand or service 

• How many products, companies, brands and/or services in the past year have you 

BOYcotted (refused to buy from/support for political and/or ethical reasons)? (If you boycott 

a particular product but not the whole company, that is one product - if you boycott ALL 

products/services from a company, there is no need to count every individual product, 

simply count the company as '1') 

• How many products, companies, brands and/or services in the past year have you 

BUYcotted? (this refers to DELIBERATELY CHOOSING TO buy something for political and/or 

ethical reasons, as opposed to BOYcotting which refers to NOT purchasing something). 

• Are you vegetarian or vegan for what you would consider to be political reasons? 

• How frequently do you share/read political articles/memes/videos on social media? 

• How often do you create memes/videos/other forms of digital or print content (excluding 

articles - this is covered in another question) with a political message? 

• Have you engaged in any other behaviours in the last 12 months you believe count as 

political engagement? 

 

Reliability analysis in the form of Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted on the items in question, finding 

an acceptable level of internal reliability (α = .86 (Nunnally (1978, p.245-246) recommends a value of 

at least .7 for acceptable levels of reliability). This output suggested that the removal of the ‘voting’ 

variable would improve the internal reliability of the scale to .9 (this variable was for 

national/European elections and referendums since 2010, calculated as a percentage of the number 

of elections a respondent voted in that they were eligible to vote in, which was then turned into a 

set of ordinal data, with the lowest percentage value equalling 1 and so on, given the small number 

of possible values, the percentages tended to be grouped, rather than being arranged in a true 
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continuous scale)38. However, it seems unlikely that it is the concept behind the item causing this 

finding, but it is instead the way it was computed in this study. The decision was made, also bearing 

in mind the already high Cronbach’s Alpha value, to keep the item in. Appendix D provides a full list 

of Cronbach’s Alpha results for all scales used in the study.39 

The mean score on the ‘total engagement’ field was 38.5, out of an upper limit of 86. The median 

was 36 and the mode 35, suggesting some higher scores were pushing the mean score up slightly, 

but not by a huge amount. Figure 5.1 below details the distribution of scores on this variable. 

 

 

Figure 5.1 - Histogram for the ‘total engagement’ variable (summing all survey items measuring different forms of political 
engagement)frequencies 

  

 
38 This variable, given the large possible scores that could be obtained from voting in many elections (because 
voting is a less frequent act potentially than other types of engagement, election questions asked about the 
last decade, rather than the last year like some other engagement questions did), did mean that voting 
behaviour contributed more potential points to the engagement scale than other types of engagement i.e. the 
engagement scale was skewed slightly towards voting behaviours.  
39 Note: it was this measure of voting that was included in the factor analysis discussed below as well, rather 
than the initial responses to individual items about voting in specific elections. 
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5.3.2.3 Different types of political engagement 

One of the aims of the study was to address the growing debate over the relationship between 

different sorts of political engagement – are those who engage in more protest and informal 

orientated behaviour still likely to vote and be members of political parties, engaging in more formal, 

traditional forms of participation? A factor analysis with Direct Oblimin rotation was conducted on 

all political engagement items in order to assess how political behaviours grouped together for those 

in the sample. Factor analysis is essentially a measure of construct validity, a means of testing 

whether there is a unifying dimension or dimensions behind a particular psychometric tool, and 

reduces the items in a scale down to these (Williams, Onsman & Brown 2012, p. 2). For our purposes 

here, it is able to shed light on the ways in which different items in our different scales fit together – 

which items on the political engagement scale are unified by the same dimension? How many 

dimensions (or in the terminology of factor analysis, ‘factors’) are present across the political 

engagement scale? In short, which sort of political behaviours tend to happen together? This can, of 

course, help ascertain how valid a measure of political engagement the scale is – if very few of the 

items in questions loaded onto the same factors, it would seem unlikely that the measure is actually 

measuring one, or a small number of, dimension/s.  

The particular factor analysis conducted here was exploratory factor analysis, meaning that there 

was no particular expectation of the number or nature of factors to be revealed by the analysis. Both 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity were 

conducted – the KMO was .88, and Barlett’s Test of Sphericity was <.05 (Williams, Onsman & Brown 

(2012) recommend above .5 and a significant Bartletts test for data to be suitable for factor 

analysis). The criteria used for inclusion as a factor was primarily those factors that had a higher 

Eigenvalue than 1 (see Appendix E for factor analysis outputs). 

Rotations are used in factor analysis as a way to ‘rotate’ the items in order to generate a more 

coherent interpretation of the resulting factors – it “maximises high item loadings and minimises low 

item loadings, therefore producing a more interpretable and simplified solution” (Williams, Onsman 

& Brown, 2012, p.9). Here, an oblique method of rotation was used as this allows the different 

factors to correlate to one another. Williams, Onsman & Brown (2012) suggest that this is a more 

accurate way of approaching factor analysis for data relating to human behaviour, as we are here. In 

reality, many factors share correlations with one another that do not even have a vague theoretical 

link to one another – to force the factors to not correlate (as with varimax rotation) seems too 

artificial (this is true of the factor analysis on political efficacy and individualism and collectivism as 
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well, which is discussed below). Table 5.3 below details how the items loaded onto factors, with 

tentative names given to these factors (full factor analysis output that these tables are based on can 

be found in Appendix E). 

 

Table 5.3 

The groupings of political behaviours, generated from Direct Oblimin Pattern Matrix 

Factor 1 – Formal engagement Factor 2 – Political consumerism 

Item Loading Item Loading 

Stood for election in a party 0.86 Buycott 0.85 

Stood for elected office 0.81 Boycott 0.83 

Canvassed/leafletted for a party/cause/pol org 0.83 Left review about company 0.52 

Attended a party meeting 0.76 Veggie/vegan 0.5 

Volunteered/worked for party/pol org/pol cause 0.65    

Member of a political party 0.64     

Donated to party/pol org/pol cause 0.52    

Contacted councillor/MP 0.44     

Factor 3 – Union activity Factor 4 – Voting   

Item Loading Item Loading 

Stood for election in union 0.8 Voted in general/euro/ref 0.84 

Attended union meeting 0.8 Voted in locals 0.84 

Voted in union election 0.75 

  

  

Member of other pol org 0.3   

Factor 5 – Online engagement Factor 6 -  

Item Loading Item Loading 

Share/read articles/memes/vids 0.76 
Attended a demo                      0.64 
Wrote blog 0.71 

Sign petitions (online or in person) 0.44 Organise protest/demo 0.63 

  

  Create articles/memes/videos 0.52 

  Stood in other org 0.47 

    Protested corp 0.6 

 

 

Four of the factors seem fairly straightforward in their grouping. Factors 2, 3, 4 and 5 quite obviously 

seem to pertain to acts of political consumerism, to union activism (of either trade, renters’ or 
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Students’ unions)40, to voting behaviour and to forms of online engagement41 respectively. Factor 1 

is slightly less obvious, and composed of considerably more items than the other factors, but seems 

to centre around more ‘formal’ or ‘traditional’ forms of political engagement, primarily engagement 

with political parties and formal systems of political representation (although interestingly neither 

voting item loaded onto this factor, although this could be linked to the way such items were scored 

– see above). This is slightly marred by the fact that several of the items do not distinguish between 

‘other’ political organisations and political parties (this decision was made in order to keep the 

survey to an acceptable length) but even with these other forms of organisations, formal 

membership could be seen to be a more traditional or formal model of engagement that other items 

such as sharing social media content, blogging, or attending protests. The items in Factor 6 do not 

seem to centre around any immediately obvious theme. An argument could be made for a vague 

sort of ‘informal’ engagement, but it broadly seems to consist of the items that didn’t load onto any 

of the others. It would be interesting to see if future studies that employ these items, plus some 

others, suggested at the end of this chapter, find this factor becomes clearer. 

In terms of demographics, age did not have significant correlations with the total political 

engagement variable, nor with political consumerism or the ‘formal engagement’ factor, but it did 

have significant, albeit weak, relationships with voting (this relationship was positive, r = .21, p= 

<.01) and the Union and Online factors (these relationships were negative, r = .12, p = .05 and r = -

.14, p = .02 respectively)42. There was also a significant, albeit slight, difference between men and 

women on the total engagement factor that combined all engagement questions (men scored 

slightly higher than women). When drilling down into more specific types of engagement, however, 

there were no statistically significant differences based on gender. Given the small sample sizes of 

 
40 With the exception of ‘membership of other political organisation’ weakly loading onto this factor – this is 
likely because some (but not all) respondents will have meant union membership when they answered this 
question. When the ‘Union engagement’ variable mentioned below was computed, it did not include the 
‘other pol org’ item. This does also mean there is some overlap in scoring – the question around trade union 
voting gave a higher score for those in a union but not having voted than those not in a union at all – this 
means some will have achieved 1 point towards total engagement from both the ‘otherpolorg’ question and 
the trade union voting question for the same trade union membership. This was an unforeseen consequence of 
the scale, but trade union membership being slightly weighted in the scale might not perhaps be a bad thing – 
membership of a trade union is fairly rare amongst young people and shows a fair amount of engagement with 
political issues. 
41 For subsequent analysis below the decision was made to include ‘create articles/memes/videos’ in the 
‘online engagement’ variable even though factor analysis did not group them as creating videos etc is clearly 
related to online activities. Exploring why this didn’t load onto the other online engagement activities, and in 
general research into the relationships between different types of online political behaviour, would be useful in 
future studies. This was also done for political consumerism, where protesting a corporation did not load onto 
the political consumerism factor it was included in the political consumerism variable in the analysis below as it 
is clearly linked to political consumerism.  
42 Bearing in mind, however, the age range represented was only between 18 and 30. 
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the countries other than England, meaningful comparison between countries is not possible, 

although this would be a useful analysis for future studies with larger sample sizes to assess all sorts 

of political and electoral differences between the countries.   

 

5.3.2.4 – Other types of engagement 

An opportunity was given to respondents to highlight any additional areas of political behaviour they 

had undertaken. This was not included in the total engagement variable, but it is useful in gauging 

how holistic a measure the political engagement in the survey was, and to reflect on for compiling 

scales for future studies. A number of respondents engaged with this option, despite it being 

optional and taking more time than some of the other items, suggesting respondents were keen to 

share their political experiences. A number of these respondents arguably fell into categories already 

covered in the scale (for instance, retweeting political content on Twitter could arguably seen to fall 

into the ‘sharing political content on social media’ category, and many talked about specific examples 

of protests or petitions, both of which are topics covered in the scale). 

One theme that does seem to emerge from these responses however is the nuance in student 

engagement in politics. The survey asked about voting or standing for election in Students’ Unions, 

but some respondents highlighted their engagement with political societies – attending debates or 

meetings. Another area of nuance that emerged was engagement with officials – the survey asked 

only if respondents had contacted a public official, but other forms were highlighted in the 

responses, such as engaging with planning permission consultations or public council meetings. 

Another group of respondents highlighted watching the news or political programmes as a way of 

keeping informed and therefore engaged. Linked to this, a number of respondents talked about 

engaging in conversations or debates about politics with friends or family, or through Facebook 

groups and on Twitter. Others highlighted debates or discussions through university, whether 

through a society or as part of their course.  

This is not an exhaustive list, but highlights the nuance and intricacies to political engagement, and 

the challenges of attempting to measure it accurately and meaningfully with a survey. It is 

recommended from this that future studies add to the scale used here an item or set of items 

relating to political discussion/debate, more detailed questions around students’ and trade union’s 

activity and more options for engagement with public officials and local government, whilst being 

careful to avoid the survey length becoming too onerous. Even this, however, will not be a ‘definitive’ 
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list, and researchers need to consider exactly what we are measuring with surveys that will always 

inevitably fall short of a holistic measure. 

 

 
 
5.3.3 - Political and corporate efficacy 

A total internal political efficacy (IPE) scale, a total external political efficacy (EPE) and a total 

corporate efficacy scale (CORPE) were computed by summing the relevant efficacy items in the 

survey (see Appendix B for a full breakdown of the items). Reliability analysis in the form of 

Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted on the items in question, finding an acceptable level of internal 

reliability for the IPE and EPE subscales (α = .85 for IPE and α = .82 for EPE- (Nunnally (1978, p.245-

246) recommends a value of at least .7 for acceptable levels of reliability). For CORPE, however, a 

lower alpha was obtained, with α = .67. This could be significantly improved, however, by removing 

the item ‘the corporate world seems so complicated that, often, a person like me can’t really 

understand what’s going on’. After the removal of this item α = .74, and so it is recommended that 

this item is removed or significantly reworded in future studies (this was done for this study, with 

the now four-item strong corporate efficacy variable being used in analysis now titled ‘corpenew’). 

Looking at the questions, this seems to make sense. Whilst the remaining four items all asks 

questions about businesses and people’s trust/faith in them, the first item, whose removal benefits 

the scale, asks about an individual’s own ability to understand the corporate world. The split here 

seems to be akin to the internal/external political efficacy divide. It makes sense, therefore, that 

these items might be responded to differently. Neither of the other subscales would benefit from 

removal of any items, according to the Cronbach’s Alpha output. Appendix D provides a full list of 

Cronbach’s Alpha results for all scales used in the study. 

Individuals had the highest level of confidence in themselves, and then corporations and businesses, 

and then political parties/politicians/the political system (see Table 5.4 below) – this lends support 

to the arguments presented in chapters 2 and 4 that neoliberal policy has shifted power to market 

forces as opposed to public bodies, and therefore eroded faith in government whilst potentially 

aiding market actors, although the difference was slight. Men scored significantly, albeit slightly, 

higher than women on the internal political efficacy scale, suggesting they have more confidence in 

their own ability and skill to act in the political realm, although there was no significant difference 

between genders on external or corporate efficacy scales.  
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Table 5.4 

Descriptives for all efficacy scales 

  IPEtotal EPEtotal corpenew 

N 268 268 270 

9 9 7 

Mean 11.7985 28.7873 10.1333 

Out of 16 48 16 

Mean as % of total possible score 73.8 60 63.1 

 

Adding to this, a specific question was asked as to whether individuals felt they had influence over 

businesses or government more (see Table 5.5 below), with the answers roughly split between the 

two (58 and 56 respectively), but both of these groups were considerably outweighed by those who 

felt that they couldn’t influence either of them. This is obviously a concerning result for any country 

that purports to be a democracy, where governments are meant to be responsive to the will of their 

citizens. This lends to support to the arguments presented earlier that neoliberal politics has eroded 

faith in governments and centralised decision making, but this doesn’t evidence that this faith is 

being overwhelmingly replaced with faith in market actors.  

 

Table 5.5  

Number of respondents who feel they have influence over government, business or neither 

  Percent 

I have more influence over decisions made by government 20.2 

I have more influence over decisions made by large companies 20.9 

I have no significant influence over either 56.3 

Total 97.5 

 N = 277 

 

5.3.3.1 Factor analysis of efficacy items 

A factor analysis with Direct Oblimin rotation was conducted on the political and corporate efficacy 

items in order to assess how these items grouped together for those in the sample. The particular 
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factor analysis conducted here was exploratory factor analysis, meaning that there was no particular 

expectation of the number or nature of factors to be revealed by the analysis. Both Kaiser-Meyer-

Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity were conducted – the 

KMO was .83, and Barlett’s Test of Sphericity was <.05 (Williams, Onsman & Brown (2012) 

recommend above .5 and a significant Bartletts test for data to be suitable for factor analysis). The 

criteria used for inclusion as a factor was primarily those factors that had a higher Eigenvalue than 1 

(see Appendix E for factor analysis outputs). Table 5.6 below details how the items loaded onto 

factors (full factor analysis output that these tables are based on can be found in Appendix E). 
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Table 5.6 

Item loadings for political efficacy scales, generated from Direct Oblimin pattern matrix 

Factor 1 Factor 2 - Internal Political Efficacy 

Item Loading Item Loading 

Big diff between promise and reality of 

parties 
0.74 

I consider myself to be well qualified to 

participate in politics 
0.85 

Parties more interested in winning than 

governing 
0.71 

I have a good understanding of the pol issues 

facing country 
0.82 

Parties only interested in votes 0.63 
I could do as good a job in political office as 

most people 
0.74 

Parties don't tell ppl important probs 0.82 
I am better informed about politics/gov than 

most people 
0.85 

Parties do more to divide 0.64 
 

  

Politicians do not care what ppl like me 

think 
0.62     

Factor 3  
 

  

Item Loading 
 

  

Some politicians have done good 0.74 
 

  

Pol system open to change 0.42 
 

  

Easy to get involved with pol process 0.38 
 

  

People like me no say over gov 0.58 
 

  

Meaningful difference between parties 0.63 
 

  

Not all politicians are the same 0.83     

 

 

Factor 2 is straightforwardly internal political efficacy, consisting of the four items from the original 

Niemi et al. (1991) paper that were used to measure IPE in this study. Factors 1 and 3 are a split of 

the 12 items used to measure EPE, six items on each. It is difficult to spot a clear theme that 

distinguishes these two sets of items. Factor 3 contains all three items that refer to elements of the 

political system other than parties and politicians (the ‘political system’, ‘political process’ and 

government), but does still contain references to politicians and parties in the other three items. The 

difference between those three items and the six on factor 1 is phrasing. All the items on Factor 1 

are negatively worded, whereas those on factor 3, for politicians and parties, are positively worded, 
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with the exception of 1 item (people like me have no say over government). Whilst these items were 

recoded to reflect this when computing the total EPE variable, it is possible that individuals were 

more willing to give strongly negative answers concerning parties and politicians than they were 

strongly positive (or vice-versa). Due to this lack of obvious theoretical reasons for grouping the 

questions in this way, in terms of analysis throughout the rest of the chapter, the original IPE/EPE 

distinction is kept – this does not, however, discount the need for more testing into exactly how 

political efficacy should be grouped and how citizen perceptions of the political system, politicians 

and political parties relate to one another. 

 

5.3.4 - Individualism and Collectivism 

A total Individualism scale was computed by summing the eight individualism-related items in the 

survey, and the same was done for a total Collectivism scale (see Appendix B for a full breakdown of 

the items). Reliability analysis in the form of Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted on the items in both 

scales, finding an acceptable level of internal reliability (α = .7 for individualism items, α = .75 for 

collectivism items). Appendix D provides a full list of Cronbach’s Alpha results for all scales used in 

the study. It is worth noting that the Cronbach’s Alpha in the case of individualism is only just at an 

acceptable level, which is problematic. In addition, the Cronbach’s Alpha analysis indicated that the 

scale could not be improved with removal of any items. This is true of the collectivism scale too. 

On average, people tended to score higher on collectivism than individualism (mean scores of 54 and 

45 respectively, out of a total possible score of 72 for each) - see Table 5.7 below. This might at first 

glance appear to challenge the main contention of this thesis – that young people are becoming 

more individualistic and therefore engaging less in certain forms of political participation. However, 

given that we only have a snapshot in time of a small subgroup of the target population, we are not 

in a place to judge this on descriptive statistics alone. Tracking the changes in individualism over 

time and matching this with political engagement trends would be a better start. A better answer to 

this question from the data we have here will be found when we directly assess the relationships 

between individualism, collectivism, efficacy and engagement in the next section. 
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Table 5.7 

Descriptives for Individualism and Collectivism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What does potentially challenge the main hypothesis of this thesis is that individualism and 

collectivism are not correlated. Under these findings, even if we assume people are becoming more 

individualistic, then this doesn’t necessarily undermine any collectivist tendencies they may also 

have (which is the assumption linking individualism to declining levels of political engagement). In 

short, it is possible that, however paradoxical it may seem at a theoretical level, someone’s 

individualism and collectivism do not relate to each other significantly. However, this picture 

changes somewhat once we separate individualism and collectivism into the categories of 

‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’, as suggested by Triandis and Gelfand (1998) when they first constructed 

the scale used in this survey – see below. 

 

5.3.4.1 The factors of Individualism and Collectivism 

A factor analysis with Direct Oblimin rotation was conducted on the individualism and collectivism 

scale items in order to assess how political behaviours grouped together for those in the sample. 

Both Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

were conducted – the KMO was .74, and Barlett’s Test of Sphericity was <.05 (Williams, Onsman & 

Brown (2012) recommend above .5 and a significant Bartletts test for data to be suitable for factor 

analysis). The criteria used for inclusion as a factor was primarily those factors that had a higher 

Eigenvalue than 1 (see Appendix E for factor analysis outputs). Table 5.8 below details how the items 

loaded onto factors, with tentative names given to these factors. 

 

  INDtotal COLtotal 

N 267 267 

10 10 

Mean 44.66 54.45 

Median 45.00 55.00 

Mode 45.00 56.00a 
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Table 5.8 

Item loading for individualism/collectivism items, generated from Direct Oblimin pattern matrix 

Factor 1 - General collectivism? Factor 2 - Vertical Individualism 

Item Loading Item Loading 

Try to stick to group decisions 0.47 Winning is everything 0.45 

It is my duty to take care of family/friends, even 

if I sacrifice  
0.47 

It is important to me that I do things better 

than others 0.68 

The wellbeing of others is important to me 0.82 
When another person does better than I do I 

get tense 0.84 

If a friend or coworker gets a prize, I feel proud 0.53 Competition is the law of nature 0.45 

To me, pleasure is spending time with others 0.53 

 
  

I feel good when I cooperate with others 0.71 

 
  

Factor 3 - Horizontal Individualism Factor 4 - Vertical collectivism? 

Item Loading Item Loading 

I often 'do my own thing' 0.71 
Family/friends should stick together no 

matter what 0.88 

I'd rather depend on myself than on others 0.76 
Family and friends should stay together as 

much as possible 0.72 

I rely on myself most of the time; I rarely rely on 

others 
0.76 

 
  

My personal identity independent from others 

is very important 
0.52   

  

 

Factors 2 and 3 map directly onto Triandis and Gelfand’s original theory. Vertical Individualism (with 

questions that focus on competitive behaviours) and Horizontal Individualism (with questions that 

focus on personal autonomy and identity) respectively. The story for collectivism is a little more 

complicated, however, with what should be a ‘vertical collectivism’ factor only actually having two 

items loading on it, instead of four. The first two items listed for Factor 1 should, under Triandis and 

Gelfand’s theory, be joining these two items in Factor 4. Vertical Collectivism is supposed to pertain 

to a more hierarchical form of collectivism, where authority and the needs of the group are 

questioned less, where one’s desires and views are superseded by what has been deemed best for 

the group. It could be that the ‘sticking together no matter what’ and the ‘staying together as much 
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as possible’ items (which are very similarly worded), tap into this better than the ‘stick to group 

decisions’ and ‘care for family/friends even when I sacrifice’ do. Given that this is only a minor 

departure from the original theoretical groupings, the original groupings are used throughout the 

rest of the study. 

When we divide individualism and collectivism along the original dimensions of horizontal and 

vertical, used by Triandis and Gelfand (1998), the correlations between what are now four variables 

are displayed in Table 5.9 below. 

 

Table 5.9 

 
Pearson’s Correlations for all types of individualism and collectivism 

  VerticalCOL VerticalIND HorizontalCOL 
 

VerticalCOL Pearson Correlation 1 .153* .473**  

Sig. (2-tailed)  .013 .000  

N 267 267 267  

VerticalIND Pearson Correlation .153* 1 -.149*  

Sig. (2-tailed) .013  .015  

N 267 268 268  

HorizontalCOL Pearson Correlation .473** -.149* 1  

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .015   

N 267 268 268  

HorizontalIND Pearson Correlation .112 .298** .041  

Sig. (2-tailed) .069 .000 .507  

N 266 267 267  

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Two things are worth noting here. Firstly, both types of collectivism and both types of individualism 

are moderately, significantly positively correlated with each other, suggesting that the horizontal 

and vertical dimensions are not mutually exclusive. One can have some elements of horizontal 

beliefs and some elements of vertical beliefs simultaneously. This might be expected as, under 

Triandis and Gelfand’s four-way division, whilst the two types of collectivism differ in terms of the 

vertical section being much more accepting of hierarchy and authority, they both share a 
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commonality in regard to the desire for a form of equality. The same is true of the two types of 

individualism except that their commonality is over the prioritising of freedom (although questions 

remain here as to exactly what we mean by freedom, as many political traditions would argue that 

equality and freedom are not as easily separated out as this model may suggest), and indeed the 

two do share a moderate positive relationship in the findings here. 

Secondly, whilst most combinations of types of collectivism and types of individualism share no 

significant correlations (when one might expect them to be negatively correlated), vertical 

individualism does share a small but significant negative correlation with what is its theoretical 

antithesis – horizontal collectivism. This is what we would expect – vertical individualism is about a 

competitive, self-reliant world view, whereas horizontal collectivism is about a more equal 

worldview that highlights group decision making. 

 

5.3.5. - Correlations43 

This section44 presents the relationships between the different variables described above. How do 

political engagement, political efficacy and individualism/collectivism relate to each other? Starting 

with efficacy and engagement, Table 5.10 below presents their correlations. Both IPE and EPE share 

small to moderate, significant positive correlations with total political engagement (r = .48, p = <.01 

and r = .20, p = < .01 respectively).  

  

 
43 There were some minor issues with the suitability of variables for Pearson’s correlations that are important 
to bear in mind when interpreting the results below. Strictly speaking the variables used are not truly 
continuous data, deriving from likert or similar scales – this will have had some impact on the analysis. All 
scales used however had a ‘ranking’ system whereby a higher score meant a higher level of whatever was 
being measured. The use of such scales in correlation and regression analysis is fairly common in disciplines 
such as psychology.  
 
Partly as an artefact of this, however, particularly the subfactors of political engagement computed from the 
factor analysis showed some minor divergences from normal distribution. There were some minor issues with 
skewness for the voting and formal engagement variables, and some minor outliers for the voting and formal 
engagement variables (these were only minor and there appeared to be no errors so they were kept in the 
analysis). There were also some minor outliers for Horizontal Collectivism and Vertical Individualism but these 
were kept in for the same reasons. 
 
 
44 This section and the next were drafted with aid from Dancey and Reidy’s 2011 statistic guidance. 
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Table 5.10 

Pearson's r correlation matrix for efficacy and engagement 

  

Total Political 

Engagement IPEtotal EPEtotal 

Total Political 

Engagement 

Pearson Correlation 1 .481** .199* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .001 

N 266 259 259 

IPEtotal Pearson Correlation .481** 1 .160** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .009 

N 259 268 265 

EPEtotal Pearson Correlation .199* .160** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .009  

N 259 265 268 

 

 

The original corporate efficacy variable did not share a significant relationship with political 

engagement. As reported above, however, the removal of one item in the five-item strong CORPE 

variable significantly improved the scale’s internal reliability. When this first item is removed from 

the variable (now termed corpenew), a new picture emerges. Corporate efficacy is now significantly 

negatively correlated to overall political engagement (Appendix F details additional correlation 

tables, in which it is demonstrated that corporate efficacy also shares a significant positive, albeit 

small, correlation with Vertical Individualism). In short, all types of efficacy showed small to 

moderate significant correlations with total engagement, IPE and EPE positively so, whilst for CORPE 

this was a negative relationship. This lends support to the argument presented earlier in this thesis 

(whilst not proving it, as we need to be careful not to infer causation from correlation) – that 

political efficacy aids political engagement, and that any declines in political efficacy due to 

neoliberalism could be part of the reason for the decline in various political activities witnessed in 

recent decades. 

Table 5.11 below details the correlations between the four different categories of individualism and 

collectivism and political engagement. We can see some tentative evidence in support of the main 

hypothesis of the study, namely that vertical individualism shows a small, significant negative 

correlation with overall political engagement (r = -.15, p= .019), and this is true of vertical 
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collectivism too (r = -.13, p= .04) whereas none of the other two dimensions share any significant 

relationships with total political engagement. 

 

Table 5.11 

Individualism/Collectivism and political engagement Pearson's correlations matrix 

  

Total Political 

Engagement 

VerticalCOL Pearson Correlation -.126* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .041 

N 262 

VerticalIND Pearson Correlation -.145* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .019 

N 262 

HorizontalCOL Pearson Correlation .118 

Sig. (2-tailed) .057 

N 262 

HorizontalIND Pearson Correlation -.039 

Sig. (2-tailed) .529 

N 261 

 

Table 5.12 below digs deeper into these relationships, taking those variables that loaded significantly 

onto political engagement and testing their relationship with the different factors of total political 

engagement suggested by the factor analysis (see above). Several things stand out here: 

• VI has a significant, negative relationship with political consumerism (r = -.14, p = .03), but no 

other significant correlations with other types of engagement, meaning that the only 

political behaviours (at least grouped as they are in this study – individual items correlations 

with VI were not conducted) that are less likely amongst highly competitive people are those 

enacted through markets. 

• IPE has a significant, positive correlation with four of the five factors, but not for ‘voting’ 

(this is likely an artefact of the way the voting variable was computed, rather than a genuine 

lack of a relationship – see above.). Its strongest positive relationship is with ‘formal’ 

engagement (r= .40, p = <.01). 
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• EPE only has a significant correlation with ‘formal’ engagement (r = .20, p = <.01). This makes 

sense. Formal engagement involved primarily those activities most closely situated to 

traditional political institutions – electoral activities (other than voting), engaging with 

elected officials and involvement in political parties – all activities in which faith in parties, 

politicians and the system as a whole could reasonably be seen to play a role in. Interestingly 

IPE also shares the strongest relationship with formal engagement, and the difference with 

other activities is noticeable. Perhaps the amount of effort, or the barrier to entry, for acts of 

formal engagement are higher than other types of political behaviour, and therefore require 

higher levels of both types of efficacy in order therefore to engage? 

• Corporate efficacy shares a significant, negative relationship with ‘formal’ engagement (r= -

.23, p = <.01) and with online engagement (r= -.21, p= <.01). Whilst the latter of these is a 

surprise result, the former lends support to what was predicted earlier on – that neoliberal 

politics has led to an erosion in engagement with traditional political institutions, whilst 

some of this energy or time might now be situated in market-based processes. In addition, 

there was no significant correlation found between corporate efficacy and political 

consumerism, meaning there is no evidence from this study to support the hypothesis that 

“corporate efficacy will be positively correlated with acts of political consumerism”. 
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Table 5.12 

Correlations for political engagement factors with Vertical Individualism, Vertical Collectivism and all efficacy types 

    corpenew VerticalIND IPEtotal EPEtotal VerticalCOL 

Voting 
Pearson 
Correlation 

-0.02 -0.073 0.021 0.09 
-0.028 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.739 0.235 0.73 0.141 0.649 

 N 270 268 268 268 267 

Union 
Pearson 
Correlation 

-0.084 0.006 
      
.158** 

0.093 
0.005 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.167 0.921 0.01 0.127 0.938 

 N 270 268 268 268 267 

Online 
Pearson 
Correlation 

            -
.213** 

0.009 
      
.371** 

0.124 
-0.104 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0 0.887 0 0.043 0.09 

 N 270 268 268 268 267 

Pol_consume 
Pearson 
Correlation 

-0.11          -.135* 
      
.260** 

0.08 
-0.154 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.075 0.029 0 0.199 0.013 

 N 261 262 259 259 262 

Formal 
Pearson 
Correlation 

            -
.215** 

-0.074 
      
.400** 

   .216** 
-0.062 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0 0.225 0 0.001 0.309 

  N 270 268 268 268 267 

 

 

5.3.6 - The model 

A multiple linear regression model was conducted45, with the independent variables, or ‘predictors’, 

being internal, external and corporate efficacy, vertical individualism, vertical collectivism (as those 

that were significantly correlated with engagement, see above) and age, and the dependent variable 

as total political engagement. The aim of this test is to assess what extent of the variance of the 

dependent variable can be explained by a collection of other variables. The Model Summary shows 

what percentage of the variance in political engagement is explained by the model (list of 

independent variables) used, with adjusted R squared being adjusted for sample size. Together, the 

independent variables were shown to account for 30% of the variation in engagement scores (R2= 

0.298) (see Table 5.13). 

 

 
45 In testing the suitability of the variables for regression analysis, as well as the caveats noted above, the 
maximum value for standard residuals came out slightly above the desired 3 at 3.6. This is only a minor 
divergence, but suggests the results below should be treated with caution.  
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Table 5.13 

Model summary for total political engagement, internal political efficacy, external political efficacy, corporate efficacy, 
Vertical individualism, Vertical collectivism and Age 

R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of 

the Estimate  

.561 .315 .298 10.65513  

 

The ANOVA table assesses whether “the regression plane departs significantly from 0” (Dancey & 

Reidy, 2011, p. 411).In this case, it does - we can predict political engagement from these factors. 

The chances of obtaining this result by chance, if we assume the null hypothesis is true is less than 

.01 (F= 18.9) (see Table 5.14 below). 

 

Table 5.14 

ANOVA for total political engagement, internal political efficacy, external political efficacy, corporate efficacy, Vertical 
individualism, Vertical collectivism and Age 

  Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Regression 12901.849 6 2150.308 18.94 0 

Residual 28042.375 247 113.532 
  

Total 40944.224 253       

 

The coefficients table shows which variables from the model were significant predictors (see Table 

5.15). IPE (Beta= 1.73 p = < .01) and EPE (Beta= .41, p= < .01) were both significantly positively 

correlated with political engagement. When the confidence limits do not contain any negative 

values, we can say the population regression coefficients are positive (Dancey and Reidy, 2011, p. 

413), which is true here for both IPE and EPE (IPE- t= 7.37, p= <0.01, EPE- t= 3.21, p= < .01). These 

results, as the initial hypothesis predicted, suggest that IPE and EPE can account for a significant 

amount of the variance in political engagement. Age and corporate efficacy were also shown to be 

significant predictors (age Beta = .47, p= .03; corpenew Beta = -.91, p = <.01), although VI and VC, in 

this model, were not.  
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Table 5.15  

Regression coefficients for total political engagement: using internal political efficacy, external political efficacy, corporate 
efficacy, Vertical Individualism, Vertical Collectivism and Age 

  

Unstandardized 

Coefficients   t Sig. 

       95.0%    

Confidence Interval 

for B   

 
                         B 

Std. 

Error 
  

                         Lower  

                         Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

(Constant) 11.173 7.882 1.418 0.158 -4.351 26.698 

Vertical individualism -0.145 0.111 -1.31 0.192 -0.363 0.073 

Internal political 

efficacy 1.727 0.234 7.37 0 1.266 2.189 

External political 

efficacy 0.412 0.128 3.213 0.001 0.159 0.664 

Age 0.465 0.212 2.187 0.03 0.046 0.883 

Corporate efficacy -0.911 0.277 -3.29 0.001 -1.456 -0.365 

Vertical collectivism -0.147 0.124 

-

1.189 0.236 -0.392 0.097 

 

 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

 

To summarise the findings of this chapter: 

• We found, through factor analysis, that political engagement could broadly be categorised 

into voting, ‘formal’ institutional engagement, union engagement, online engagement, 

political consumerism and a sixth, unclear factor. 

• We found that all types of efficacy share significant correlations with total engagement, IPE 

and EPE positively so (supporting the initial hypothesis that these types of efficacy would be 
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positively correlated with political engagement), and corporate efficacy negatively so, with 

IPE being the strongest of these correlations. 

• Within this, only corporate efficacy shared a significant, positive, albeit weak correlation 

with vertical individualism. Those with higher levels of VI were likely to be more trustful of 

corporations and businesses. 

• IPE and EPE were both most strongly correlated to ‘formal’ or ‘institutional’ political 

behaviours. 

• Of the four types of individualism/collectivism, only Vertical Individualism and Vertical 

Collectivism share a significant relationship with total political engagement, this being a 

weak, negative relationship in both cases (overall individualism does not share a significant 

relationship with political engagement). This does not support the hypothesis that 

individualism in general would be negatively correlated with engagement – only specifically 

Vertical Individualism was found to have that relationship with engagement in this study, 

and only a very weak relationship at that. 

• Digging deeper into the factors political engagement was split into, it was only political 

consumerism that Vertical Individualism and Vertical Collectivism share a significantly 

negative correlation with, again a weak one. 

• We found that the regression model of IPE, EPE, CORPE, VI and age was a significant 

predictor of total political engagement, accounting for 29% of the variance in total political 

engagement in the sample. This somewhat supports the hypothesis that “political efficacy 

and individualism will be significant predictors of levels of formal political engagement”, 

although this regression model is for total engagement rather than strictly just formal, and 

evidently from the results above most of the predictive power in the model is coming from 

efficacy, rather than individualism.  

• There was no significant correlation found between corporate efficacy and political 

consumerism, meaning there is no evidence from this study to support the hypothesis that 

“corporate efficacy will be positively correlated with acts of political consumerism”. 

 

The findings then are mixed. There is support for the contention that lower levels of IPE and EPE 

could lead to declines in engagement – particularly significant was the relationship between both 

types of efficacy and acts of formal political engagement, which happen to be exactly the sorts of 

political behaviours that have declined the most over recent decades, particularly amongst younger 

people. However, individualism taken as a whole does not relate to either total political engagement 

or any of its subfactors. Vertical Individualism did have a negative association with total 
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engagement, but when engagement is broken down into its subgroups the only significant 

correlation (and negatively so) is with political consumerism, meaning that the only political 

behaviours (at least grouped as they are in this study – individual items correlations with VI were not 

conducted) that are less likely amongst highly competitive people are those enacted through 

markets. It was originally theorised that those who exhibited higher levels of individualism would be 

more likely to engage in acts of political consumerism, not less. There are several potential reasons 

for these findings: 

• There is no real link between individualism and engagement – the most obvious answer, 

but certainly not one that can be conclusively stated based on this data set. 

• We have a bad measurement for political engagement – it could be that with other 

behaviours added into the scale (and we’ve already suggested many above) that the 

relationship between total engagement and individualism changes. 

• We have a bad measure of individualism – we only had four items measuring VI, for 

instance. With a more refined and researched measure of VI, observed relationships 

between VI and other variables may change. 

• In terms of the political consumerism findings, it could be theorised that more competitive 

individuals naturally trust competitive systems more (this is partly evidenced by the 

significant, albeit weak positive correlation between corporate efficacy and VI (r= .17, p= 

<.01) – see Appendix F), i.e. markets, but instead of, as we originally theorised, this leading 

them to express their political views through market systems more, it simply leads to a 

higher sort of respect for/complacency towards corporations and market actors, muting 

activism in this area rather than enhancing it (this is complicated by the lack of a significant 

correlation between corporate efficacy and political consumerism themselves – perhaps it is 

a trust in competitive processes in general rather than specifically markets or businesses 

that is important here?) Adding in the fact that Vertical Collectivism shares a similar 

relationship with political consumerism as VI, suggests that the key factor here is authority 

(this is the shared value amongst the vertical dimension). Perhaps those more disposed to 

authority in general feel less of a need to hold businesses and market actors to account? VC 

does not, however, share a significant relationship with corporate efficacy as VI does (see 

Appendix F), further complicating this picture. 

 

The next chapter will discuss the findings from the qualitative stage of the research, composed of 

follow-up interviews with a number of randomly selected respondents. These findings will dig 

deeper into the issues of what political engagement is, why individuals engage in the political 
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activities they do, and what they think of individualist and collectivist values. It will shed further light 

on the issues discussed above and help us potentially answer some of the questions left from this 

data. Chapter 7 will then discuss the findings of chapters 5 and 6 together, arriving at some overall 

conclusions and recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 6 – What politics means to young people 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter 5 detailed the methods, results and provided some preliminary discussion of the first stage 

of primary research in this study, the use of an online survey. The main findings emerging from this 

research were that internal and external political efficacy have significant relationships with political 

engagement, particularly formal or more institutionalised forms of political engagement, and that 

individualism does not seem to have a significant relationship with political engagement, other than 

a weak negative one between vertical individualism and political consumerism. We also found that 

political engagement could broadly be categorised into voting, ‘formal’ institutional engagement, 

union engagement, online engagement, political consumerism and a sixth, unclear factor whose 

items seemed to have no unifying theme.  

The role of the interviews detailed in this chapter is to build on these findings, exploring the nuances 

of why young people take part in certain political activities, what motivates them and what they 

draw from such experiences. The decision was taken to do this in an interview format, rather than a 

free text box on the survey because of the nuanced and complex nature of these questions – 

questions around identity, motivation and efficacy are all personal, difficult issues. I felt that a more 

dynamic, real-time conversation between the researcher and the respondent would be better for 

exploring and clarifying their responses than a simple text box. 

The research questions to be addressed through this stage of the study are: 

1. What sorts of political engagement are young people engaging in, and why? 

2. Do these forms of engagement take on particularly individualistic or collectivist expressions? 

3. What do young people think of as ‘politics’? How do they define it? 

4. What political issues are particularly important to them and why? 

5. How do they perceive parties, politicians and the political system in general and how does 

this influence their engagement? 

6. What are their views on markets and consumerism?  

7. Do they see (and use) political consumerism as a means to achieve change in society?  
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In short, the survey section of the research tells us how efficacious or engaged or individualistic 

respondents are, and what the relationships between these different factors are, and this chapter 

aims to explore why that might be the case. The two parts of the study complement and enrich each 

other. This chapter will seek to answer these questions through describing and discussing the results 

from the subsequent stage of the study’s primary research: thematic analysis of in-depth interviews 

conducted with young UK citizens about their political views and engagement. This chapter will first 

describe the methods deployed in this stage of the research, introduce and explain thematic analysis 

as a methodology, and then describe the major themes that emerged from analysing the participant 

interviews.  

 

6.2 Methods 

 

6.2.1 Participants 

The analysis presented in this chapter is based on 13 interviews with 18-30 year olds in the UK, 

conducted between April and July 2019. Most (but not all) were currently or had at some point in 

the past been involved in political parties (mostly, but not exclusively, Labour and the Greens), and 

some had had students’ or trade union involvement. Most were currently politically active at the 

time of the interview. For some, politics was their job – working in local government, charities with 

some overt political aims and even political parties. Overall, the participants seemed to display a 

higher level of political engagement, and to be more left-wing, than is perhaps evident in the typical 

18-30 year old. 

11 respondents were interviewed on the telephone, with two more responding to a set of questions 

via email (respondents were given the option of either). This led to considerable differences in 

responses. There wasn’t the back and forth between respondents and the interviewer that was 

evident in the phone interviews, and email participants will have had time to give more considered 

answers than those on the phone. One interesting result, however, was the much more formal 

nature of the language from the email respondents. For example:  
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“The best way to understand what it’s like to be a consumer comes from the work surrounding chaos 

theory… The market is an ocean, and a consumer, or customer, is a single molecule of water. They 

act on the market as one molecule might act on the sea. Anyone who is in the ocean, which is to say 

anyone who relies on others for anything they require at all, is a consumer who acts on this ocean. 

Those with more resources, the multinational corporations and billionaires of the world could be 

looked on as currents, winds or tides.” 

Participant JD 

 

This has obviously impacted the analysis. The responses of the two email participants are very 

different in style to other participants who conducted their interviews by phone, resulting in 

unusually articulate quotes such as the one above. Reading these responses it seems almost as if 

they are answering an essay question for a university assignment. This provides much more 

elaborate but also profound answers in many ways. Respondents via email will also have had the 

opportunity to reflect and change their answers before sending them back to me, possibly producing 

more considered and reflective responses than phone interviewees (although curiously both email 

respondents expressed some of the most extreme views, as will be detailed below). What isn’t clear, 

and doesn’t seem reasonable to assume, is that the fundamental content of the views expressed by 

email respondents would have changed dramatically if interviewed via another medium. 

An initial attempt was made to divide survey respondents, the results of which are detailed in 

Chapter 5, into three groups, representing in a crude ranking of ‘levels’ of engagement (at least to 

the extent to which this study was able to accurately measure it). This did not produce enough 

respondents, however, so the call for interviewees was widened initially from a random sample of 

survey respondents to all survey respondents, and finally to some that had not filled in the survey at 

all (although the majority of interview respondents in the final sample had filled in the survey). This 

was done via calls through my social media platforms.  

Three of the respondents were known to me, primarily in an activist capacity and this undoubtedly 

affected both the responses given by the interviewees and the analysis of them by me. Activists 

often have a set of shared understandings and ways of talking about issues in short-hand, so this will 

have influenced the way these interviewees answered certain questions. In addition, these 

respondents will have had some knowledge of my views on various areas of political ideology, and 

perhaps some understanding of my research assumptions and approach. This too will possibly have 
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influenced what they did or did not say in these interviews, or how they said it. Whilst this should be 

taken into account, as with the above, it does not seem reasonable to assume that this has 

fundamentally altered the basic viewpoints expressed by these respondents. 

Table 1 below displays a brief description of the background of each participant, for context, to 

inform the quotes and findings discussed throughout this chapter. This information is based on 

things revealed during interviewing and so there is more information for some respondents than 

others: 

 

Table 6.1  

Participant list with information 

Participant codename Brief description 

Participant S Male, floating voter, with some current involvement with the 

Liberal Democrat Party 

Participant MD Male, mid- 20’s, recent graduate, non-party member, works in 

local government, active in trade unions 

Participant M Female, mid-20’s, recent graduate, Labour member, works in 

local government 

Participant J Female, late-20’s, former Liberal Democrat member 

Participant A Male, early-20’s, Labour member 

Participant AL Female, late-20’s, Labour member 

Participant F Female 

Participant C Male 

Participant H Female, Green Party member, charity sector worker 

Participant JP Male, mid-20’s, recent graduate 

Participant N Female 

Participant T Female, 

Participant JD Male, 

 

Overall, then sweeping generalisations about the political views and engagement of a generation 

cannot be made from the basis of this small and obviously left-leaning, relatively engaged sample. 

The political views expressed here will certainly not be representative of all young people, and the 
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level of involvement, and likely therefore the knowledge and interaction with, political institutions is 

likely to be higher as well – some participants clearly saw themselves as part of the political system 

to some degree, rather than external to it as other young people might, and this will affect the tone 

of the chapter and the answers given, although in the case of some of themes such as ‘its all on fire’, 

perhaps not as much as one might imagine. 

What this chapter can do, however, is give a snapshot of what some relatively engaged younger 

people in the early twenty-first century think and feel about politics, and how they relate to political 

institutions. It can show us too, what motivates some young people to be engaged in politics – what 

drives them to engage, to give up time, to commit resources, to political expression? Finally, it can 

hopefully help enrich some of the data from the previous chapter – it is one thing to know the 

Pearson’s r value of the correlation between political consumerism and corporate efficacy, it is 

another thing entirely to hear a young person express their views on corporations, and their reasons 

for boycotting products (or not). Efforts have been made to refer back and link to both the theories 

and literature discussed in chapters 1- 4 and the data explored in Chapter 5 – this chapter is meant 

to explore and enrich the discussions in those chapters from the viewpoints of actual young people.  

 

6.2.2 Procedure 

An information sheet was provided to respondents that contained a description of the study and 

why it was being conducted, which included an explanation of their rights as respondents, namely: 

an opportunity to withdraw their data at any point before analysis had begun, to ask questions (my 

university email address was provided) and they were given the contact information of the relevant 

ethics officer in the university department should they wish to make a complaint about the study. 

Following this they had to complete an online form stating that they understood their rights and 

gave informed consent for the researcher to use their data (to see a copy of the information sheet 

and consent form for this part of the study see Appendix G). 

The interviews themselves followed a semi-structured format (see Appendix H for the interview 

schedule), aimed primarily at exploring in-depth participants’ views towards political institutions and 

representatives, their own political and consumer activity and their motivations behind such 

behaviours. There were certain questions that needed to be asked, but what direction the interview 

took between these key questions needed to be flexible and open to fully explore the thoughts and 

feelings of participants in relation to these complex issues, hence the semi-structured approach. 

Interview length ranged from 15 minutes to almost an hour. At the end of the interview participants 
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were offered an opportunity to make any concluding remarks (which would be part of the analysis) 

or ask me any questions (which would not be part of the analysis), and were then reminded of their 

right to withdraw their data at any point up until the analysis had begun.  

The interviews were recorded using an app on my phone (participants were made aware that this 

would be the case before agreeing to participate). The recordings were transferred to, first, my 

Dropbox account and from there, second, downloaded onto a university computer (with all other 

copies then deleted), and then, finally, transcribed by me into Word documents, also stored on the 

university system. The interviews were coded using NVivo 12 software, and subjected to a thematic 

analysis, discussed below. 

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Lincoln Ethics Committee. A full consideration 

of ethical issues in the study and how they were addressed can be found in the ethics application 

form found in Appendix A. 

 

6.2.3 Thematic Analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006, p.79) describe thematic analysis as “… a method for identifying, analysing 

and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in 

(rich) detail. However, frequently it goes further than this, and interprets various aspects of the 

research topic… ”. They argue that whilst some researchers consider thematic analysis as a tool to be 

used as part of wider approaches, they see thematic analysis as a viable methodology in itself. They 

outline a six-stage process for conducting thematic analysis, with the aim being to clarify and solidify 

good thematic analysis research, in light of what they thought then (in 2006) was often a poorly 

understood and conducted research approach. In particular, their concern was with ensuring that 

there were a set of clear stages to thematic analysis, and that researchers became much more open 

in revealing the processes they employed to reach their conclusions when conducting qualitative 

analysis. This, they argued, was key for evaluating and replicating research. In particular, they quote 

Ely et al. (1996, p.205-6) on the language often used in qualitative reports that refers to themes 

‘emerging’, which: “Can be misinterpreted to mean that themes ‘reside’ in the data, and if we just 

look hard enough they will ‘emerge’ like Venus on the half shell. If themes ‘reside’ anywhere, they 

reside in our heads from our thinking about our data and creating links as we understand them” 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

The approach taken here was to broadly follow the six-stage approach to thematic analysis 

recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006, p.87). They stress that these stages are not “linear”, but 
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rather “recursive”. Some happen simultaneously, or are revisited later on, and this reflects how I 

engaged in coding the interview data presented below. The first of these stages was familiarising 

oneself with the data. I reviewed all the interviews in the data set five times. Once when conducting 

the interviews, a second time when transcribing the interviews and a further three times when 

coding the interviews. During this process I jotted down initial codes in rough note form but, as 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest, actual coding of data (through NVivo in this study) did not begin 

until the second read through of all interviews, so coding could begin with an understanding of the 

whole data set.  

On the second of three readings through of the entire data set, phase two began – the initial coding. 

The approach taken to coding here was primarily inductive, offering to provide a reasonably theory-

less description of the data relevant to the broad research questions, although as Braun and Clarke 

(2006) point out, this is not the same thing as suggesting that no epistemological or other sorts of 

assumptions influenced the coding process. In contrast to how the codes were generated, however, 

the mode of describing and exploring the codes is beyond merely the “semantic”, the surface level 

of what has been said, to a more “latent” level (see the Braun and Clarke paper for a fuller 

discussion on these different levels), attempting to understand in particular how quotes highlight 

deeper understandings of politics, consumerism and social change, and how neoliberalism may or 

may not have impacted these understandings. In line with the epistemological stance underpinning 

the thesis as a whole, that of critical realism (see Chapter 1 for a discussion of this), and in line with 

what Braun and Clarke describe as a ‘constructionist’ approach to thematic analysis, the aim here 

was to understand how the views and understandings of the participants had been impacted by 

neoliberal hegemony. In the words of Braun and Clarke, the approach adopted here: “… does not 

seek to focus on motivation or individual psychologies, but instead seeks to theorise the socio-

cultural contexts, and structural conditions, that enable the individual accounts that are provided” 

(2006, p.14). The discussion of the codes and themes below reflects this approach.  

Phases three to six happened concurrently during the research, as Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest 

they often naturally do. These involved searching for, reviewing and defining broader themes within 

the coding, and then, finally, writing up the report. I reviewed the codes through the ‘nodes’ tab on 

NVivo, merging codes into one another, or creating a new theme and adding existing codes into it as 

necessary. I wrote up brief descriptions, with example quotes, as I went. This helped define the 

themes and also helped me to think these themes through, sometimes resulting in a change to the 

themes and sub-theme structures, and then in me rewriting parts of the report. All of these 

processes happened concurrently during the research.  
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The section below details the major themes that I identified through conducting and analysing the 

interviews. These themes will be explored and defined throughout the rest of this chapter with some 

reference to the survey findings from Chapter 5, and the broader theoretical discussion in the early 

parts of the thesis, before a final summary of the thesis is provided in chapter 7, the concluding 

chapter.  

 

6.3 Major themes 

 

Six major themes emerged from the process described above. These were: 

1. Politics as embedded in social relationships. This highlighted the intertwined relationship 

between social relationships and political actions, with social relationships influencing how 

respondents engaged in and thought about political action, but with political engagement 

also generating new social relationships as well. This, to a limited extent, supports the 

hypothesis that individualism can be counterproductive to political engagement.  

2. Knowledge and politics. This theme centred on the importance of knowledge in politics, and 

how in some cases it is a requirement to be able to engage in political discourse and decision 

making. This links to the ‘expert rule’ literature favoured by neoliberalism as discussed in 

Chapter 4 and internal political efficacy, as discussed in chapters 4 and 5. 

3. “It’s all on fire”. This theme was characterised by a desire for quite wide-reaching social 

change, and in some cases quite a profound sense of disillusionment with mainstream 

politics, and a lack of hope for the future. This is consistent with literature that suggests 

many young people have low levels of political efficacy and are generally disengaged from, 

and distrustful of, mainstream politics. 

4. Integrity. Integrity was often highlighted by participants as important, more obviously as a 

trait important to (and in the view of respondents sometimes lacking in) politicians but also, 

surprisingly, as a source of anxiety for them in their own political actions.  

5. The accessibility of politics. A number of issues were raised in the interviews around the 

accessibility of politics. How structural, cultural and personal barriers within politics in the 

UK can emerge and potentially thwart youth engagement.  

6. The efficacy of consumer actions. This was the final major theme relates to how useful 

consumer action towards political ends is, with very mixed views from the respondents (no 

clear view emerged across the group as a whole).  
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These are detailed below, with the broad theme being defined and explored, linking it back to the 

earlier theoretical and research chapters of the thesis, and digging deeper into some of the specific 

codes that made each theme up too. Quotes from respondents will be used throughout to illustrate 

each theme. It is important to note that not every theme that could possibly have been coded for in 

these interviews has been explored below, but those most prevalent and also relevant to the 

research questions and focus of this thesis are detailed below. 

 

6.3.1 Politics is embedded in social relationships 

This first theme focuses on how our social relationships, bonds and understandings are intimately 

bound up with our political knowledge, opinions and engagement. As will be seen with the codes 

detailed below, this is not limited to picking up knowledge and opinions from others, although that 

happens too, but that how we see ourselves and our own skills can be altered by the social ties we 

draw on, and politics itself can influence our social groups and help develop new friendship networks 

– the effect is two-way, rather than one. In short, the political is profoundly social in nature. This 

theme was coded for 31 times across 10 of the 13 interviewees. The subthemes highlighted below 

were among the most popular subthemes of this overarching theme, ranging from 3-5 respondents 

and 4-7 references each. 

 

Parental influence 

One way in which the social nature of political engagement was evident was that a number of 

respondents explained that their parents had in some way influenced their political development 

and subsequent engagement. Some of this was fairly straightforward, with parents offering direct 

entries into political engagement: 

“when I was, when I was 13, erm, my dad actually took me to, err, protest the Iraq war in London and 

you know we had a lot of discussions on the way up there that was my first erm…real proper 

engagement with err politics and campaigning for an issue that I felt strongly about.” 

Respondent AL 

 

This participant was offered a direct route into political engagement by being taken to the Iraq war 

protests by their father, and, during the journey, being provided with an opportunity to discuss 

political issues. Given that this memory has stayed with the respondent, it seems that this was a 
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particularly formative part of their political development. Physically being taken to protests or other 

forms of political activity are not the only form of resource parents are able to provide, however: 

“I grew up, my parents were both activists, erm, with the Lib Dems so it was always just something 

that happened [laughs] erm… yeah. 

Interviewer: ermm… [pause] so what was that like? Erm…h-having parents that were quite involved 

in a political party? Do you think that, do you think that put you off certain types of politics or 

engagement, or did it encourage you to get involved?  

Respondent: errmm…I think brooooadly encouraging, erm, certainly I think if you grow up around 

that sort of thing you get… erm, you get a viewpoint on it whereas if just something you go and get 

involved in and there was quite a sharp difference between me and say most of the people I was at 

school with erm…‘cos if you know if any, any questions or anything like that came up they shut down 

and stop talking.” 

Respondent J 

 

This suggests that parents can also provide a deeper sense of knowledge or confidence to engage 

with political issues, something the respondent feels not all their peers at the time shared. Indeed, 

lack of confidence with, or experience of, engaging in political discourse is a topic mentioned by 

other respondents too as a key source of lack of engagement. Lack of political efficacy is also, of 

course, a key idea in this thesis. If younger people today are feeling less efficacious due to neoliberal 

policies, this may well impact negatively on their ability to promote political efficacy amongst their 

children, in turn, developing a longer, deeper structural problem of political efficacy and 

engagement in the UK. 

 

Group-dependent efficacy 

Another point that came out of the interviews was that the political efficacy one feels is dependent 

upon the reference group. A person might feel quite secure or confident in their political skills and 

knowledge compared to ‘the average citizen’, but this may change if asked about their peer group 

specifically or some other sub-group they consider to be ‘more political’ than average. For example: 

“I would say that compared to erm people my age, although most of my sort of…peers are also sort 

of politically engaged so we’re sort of on a level but I suppose if you took the average, you know, 22 

year old I would say I’m more engaged.” 
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Respondent A 

 

“I consider myself, compared to a lot of other people in er, the population, I would consider myself 

er…very politically engaged, although because I now compare myself to a group of party activists I 

don’t feel very engaged, if that makes sense?” 

Respondent AL 

 

Respondents did seem to be able to contrast themselves with multiple reference groups at different 

times, speaking of being fairly knowledgeable compared to one group but less so compared to 

another, suggesting feelings of efficacy may change depending on the situation one finds oneself in.  

This begs an important question for conceptualising political efficacy - maybe we do not have a 

single, fixed state of political efficacy, but rather our levels of political efficacy change and adapt to 

our context. In short, maybe political efficacy is not a stable, fixed trait. This also opens up the 

question of how can we manipulate feelings of efficacy in experimental conditions? This would 

represent an alternative to the current over-reliance on self-report measures, although there would, 

of course, be an ethical minefield to navigate in trying to do this. More research into how stable 

both internal and external political efficacy is, particularly in younger people in their formative 

political years, is an important avenue for future research to explore. Regardless, these quotes 

highlight the role that our relationships to and perception of others can play in our assessments of 

our own abilities and potentially, ultimately our political engagement.  

 

Friends through politics 

 The social doesn’t just influence the political, however. Some respondents expressed the view that 

it worked the other way around too: 

“And for me, joining the Green Party was probably one of the best decisions I ever made because like 

now I’ve got a network of friends in every, every city in the world to be honest, like every region in the 

UK but also there’s Greens all over the world.” 

Respondent H 

 

Much of the literature focuses on how social ties and bonds can influence political decisions, but 

political engagement itself can help provide social resources and bonds. From a personal 
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perspective, I can relate to this. Many of my best and most enduring friendships have been forged in 

the fire of activism. These friendships often feel qualitatively different to friendships from more 

conventional sources. The denotation of these friends as ‘comrades’ demarcates them from other 

social relations I have. We share a bond akin to warriors or brothers, having battled together on 

political terrain. During times in my life, including during the development of this thesis, activism and 

the social bonds and contact it afforded me, kept me going during difficult times.  

As a whole, this theme is interesting for the question of how neoliberalism has affected political 

engagement. The theory presented throughout this thesis is that people are now more 

individualistic due to neoliberalism, and that this in turn has reduced levels of political engagement.  

Finding that both political engagement and efficacy are clearly deeply enmeshed in social ties 

strengthens this theory. However, in Chapter 5, exploring the results of the survey stage of research, 

no correlation was found between collectivism (or individualism) and engagement. When combined 

with the results here, a solution is perhaps a different measure of collectivism - perhaps the measure 

used in the survey did not really tap into it properly.  

This idea of politics being embedded in social relationships was important, as some respondents felt 

that you needed to ‘work with others’ in order to effect social change:  

“I mean you can only achieve change with other people and that, that definitely errm coincides with 

other parties as well like we have one MP, Caroline Lucas…she does a bloody fantastic job, she 

cannot work alone and I think to think she can work alone would be very [inaudible], very naïve, you- 

look at the climate change protest, there’s people of all parties that are out, you know supporting 

that campaign. The EU people’s vote campaign, there’s erm people and politicians of all parties that 

support that and will speak on that positively and I think, yeah, you can’t, you just can’t achieve 

change on your own, or you can but like a very small scale, or something that is in your local 

community or something like, but still you need people on your side.” 

Respondent H 

 

This suggests that links with others, working with others, is an important resource for some young 

people in acting on political issues. If younger people are less able to draw upon such resources, 

such as trade unions, as evidenced in Chapter 2, what will this mean for the frequency and 

effectiveness of political action? 
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6.3.2 Knowledge and politics 

The second major theme I identified was the relationship between knowledge and politics. This will 

have partly emerged as respondents were asked about their confidence in their own political 

knowledge and skills directly, but many respondents also spontaneously brought up issues around 

an uninformed public etc. with little to no prompting. The theme overall was coded for 4546 times 

across the data set, present in 11 interviews. This was split into a number of sub-themes, such as the 

need for political education/ the public are uninformed, to how the perception of a politician’s 

knowledge or competence can affect the likelihood of voting for them, to how the perception or 

acquisition of knowledge can affect engagement behaviours. Opinions on knowledge and how it 

relates to politics were diverse, with no sub-themes particularly standing out in terms of frequency, 

but it was clear from the interviews that knowledge was generally seen to play an important part in 

political life. 

Five participants expressed the view that the public was uninformed about political issues: 

 

“I’m constantly astonished by how little all, you know my friends…who are really intelligent, well 

educated- 

Interviewer: yep 

Respondent: erm, how little they know,” 

Participant T 

 

“I think that because people aren’t taught politics from a young age no one really understands what 

politics is “ 

Participant C 

 

From this, the idea that the public in general seemed to lack political knowledge, a number of 

conclusions seemed to be drawn. One respondent saw this lack of knowledge as developing an 

 
46 Here and in other places, the total coding count for a theme may be slightly exaggerated by the fact that 
some of the sub-themes for the theme counted a quote twice – for instance, in discussing the need for more 
political education, one respondent’s quote was coded for both ‘need for more political education’ and ‘public 
as uninformed’, both of which went into the broader theme ‘Knowledge and politics’. 
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inhibition to engage amongst individual’s themselves (whilst another respondent admitted to 

occasionally avoiding politics due to their own sense of lack of knowledge): 

“there was quite a sharp difference between me and say most of the people I was at school with 

erm…‘cos if you know if any, any questions or anything like that came up they shut down and stop 

talking 

Interviewer: yep. 

Respondent: you know, fear of making themselves look daft.” 

- Respondent J 

 

Chapter 4 argued that a neoliberal preference for more experts in decision making has eroded 

citizens’ sense of internal political efficacy, to the point where many now feel they are not 

knowledgeable or skilled enough to engage in political discourse. This first quote seems to lend 

support to that idea, suggesting we might engage in a process of self-censorship due to our 

perceived lack of knowledge. Individuals perceive themselves as lacking knowledge in an area 

(whether this is actually true or not) and therefore police themselves, refusing to enter into political 

discussions. This could, of course, become self-reinforcing. The more one removes oneself from 

political conversations, the less likely one is to learn more about a topic for future and therefore 

increase one’s confidence. The other side of the coin in regard to knowledge was that, whilst 

perceived lack of knowledge inhibited some from engaging in politics, or made them feel that other 

citizens shouldn’t, knowledge and ‘competency’ were seen as important traits in politicians: 

“… and I think on a slightly unrelated note like that’s what I feel really frustrated about Brexit, is that 

it should never have been a referendum, we ha, we don’t have direct democracy in the United 

Kingdom, we have indirect democracy, I vote for people that I perceive to be more knowledgeable 

than I am about these issues to make decisions for me, and… erm, I feel really quite betrayed that put 

a, put such a complex issue as the European Union, you know as I say, I feel, I consider myself to be 

highly politically knowledgeable and I don’t fully understand the European Union, it’s a very complex 

institution, erm, and to put that, they put that to, you know, the entire public from you know, the 

cleverest researchers at flippin Cambridge to Joe Bloggs on the street who’s never opened a 

newspaper in his life.” 

- Respondent N 
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Whilst two other respondents also expressed that knowledge or competence should be seen as 

desirable traits in politicians, the respondent who provided the above quotation above has gone 

further. They have stated that a perceived lack of equivalent knowledge or ability in ordinary citizens 

is a reason to deny them certain decision-making powers, in certain circumstances. Another 

respondent went even further than this, stating explicitly that we needed less democracy: 

 

“Respondent: right, so, if you or I went to the NHS right, we went to the hospital, say we’re getting 

surgery for some reason, we went into the waiting room and the doctor comes in and he say, and 

would we accept the situation where we actually wouldn’t let the doctor, who is a trained medical 

professional with years of experience decide what to do and instead let- have a system where em 

everyone in the waiting room goes well about a third of us have decided that we want Larry here, an 

accountant, er he’s going to tell you how to do your job now 

Interviewer: yeah, that doesn’t sound like a great system 

Respondent: no, it’s not. But that’s how local government works…we let, random people with no 

training, no experience, no qualifications, nothing…have oversight over highways, child care, social 

care, adult social care erm…education, environment… 

Interviewer: so you think there needs to be more, more expertise giv- 

Respondent: there needs to be less democracy, we, we have an obsession with democracy” 

Respondent MD 

 

Here, politics is about technical knowledge and expertise, which therefore excludes not only 

ordinary citizens but relatively elite politicians as well, with those trained in specific roles being in 

the driving seat of decision making. Democracy is an ‘obsession’ that hinders effective decision 

making. This is directly relevant to the neoliberal impact of ‘expert rule’, and whilst the language for 

both participants is framed around the knowledge of others, it seems plausible that such views may 

have affected their own internal efficacy, their own confidence in their own ability to engage. Whilst 

this more extreme view of lack of knowledge directly disenfranchising some was only expressed by 

two of the respondents, the link between knowledge and politics was a widespread theme amongst 

participants.  

 

6.3.3 “It’s all on fire” 
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Perhaps the most profound theme I identified can be encapsulated in the following quote from one 

respondent, which was in answer to a question about their general view of politicians and politics in 

the UK currently: 

 

“Respondent: [laughs] it’s all on fire!  

Interviewer: I get a lot of laughter at that question, yeah 

Respondent: it’s all on fire, oh my goodness, erm, and I say this as somebody who is, who is politically 

engaged, who does try to keep up with things, I have to limit my media consumption because 

otherwise I find myself getting unbearably depressed.” 

Respondent AL 

 

This theme was coded for 25 times across eight interviews. Not all respondents’ quotes coded to this 

theme expressed a view as strong as the theme title, but the title captures a general sense amongst 

many respondents that politics is not in a healthy place currently. Eight of the 13 respondents 

expressed this in one way or another, to differing degrees of strength – some simply suggested that 

actions such as boycotting or voting were not enough to bring about the large changes that were 

needed in society, whereas others, such as the quote above, expressed the view that society faced 

colossal challenges. Issues such as Brexit, climate change and the rise of authoritarian leaders were 

mentioned in relation to this theme. At times, the reading is quite bleak: 

 

“ er… we’re fucked… the world’s going to die anyway 

Interviewer: do you, do you really believe that though? 

Respondent: oh god yeah” 

Respondent MD 

 

“People of my generation feel as though the system is hopeless, there isn’t a single positive thing in 

our news and there hasn’t been any for some time.” 

Respondent JP 
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One respondent talked about the need for wide-ranging change in order to solve societal problems, 

change they didn’t Westminster politics being able to solve on their own:  

“don’t see…erm…significant change coming about through that – say if you’re like, elect like more 

councillors or - I don’t see significant change coming through that route but it is important to do that 

ground work because I want to sort of…build up support for socialist ideas and erm… 

Interviewer: yep 

Respondent: and that sort of thing. But that’s why I do- that’s what I do. That’s why I do local 

campaigning, erm, and such because I think we do need a erm… broader change around national 

level and international level to achieve a better world.” 

Respondent A 

 

It is important to note that, whilst bleak reading, this view of politics has not led to complete 

withdrawal or disengagement from politics for all respondents. Whilst some did seem to generally 

avoid politics and viewed it from afar with distrust, many still engaged, if anything fuelled by the 

problems they described during the interview, determined to do something about them. The 

respondents are also correct – the world is facing enormous challenges such as climate change, and 

the responses from politicians have often been sluggish at best. The concluding chapter of this thesis 

will discuss the idea that this generation have grown up through crisis – first the financial crash of 

2008, now (not known at the time of the interviews) the Covid-19 crisis, and overshadowing it all the 

climate crisis. How will this affect the political efficacy and engagement of this generation remains to 

be seen. 

 

6.3.4 Integrity  

Our fourth theme is that of integrity in politics and political engagement. This was mentioned in a 

number of ways – from dishonesty in politicians, to personal consistency between beliefs and 

actions, to corruption with political institutions – in short, this theme concerns the personal morality 

dimension to politics and political engagement. This theme was present in nine interviews and 

coded for 32 times (although just one participant, MD, made up just over half of those codings), 

showing clearly that integrity was a particular issue for them. Perhaps most straightforwardly this 

was mentioned as a source of frustration with politicians (and union officials), and as a consideration 

of how people vote, or don’t vote, for particular officials: 
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“At the same time though I would say that some politicians can be quite… untrusthworthy and I think 

that what, the way, urgh, sort of, urgh often they think the ends justify the means I think erm and 

actually in practice, that you know for someone who’s leading the country I would expect you to be 

quite principled, so by contrast someone like Jeremy Corbyn, erm, again he’s always been very 

principled for goodness’ sake, he divorced his wife over private school” 

Respondent N 

 

“I would have to say … bunch of liars… can’t trust any of them… everyone’s in it for themselves, er 

and they’ll promise you the world but can’t deliver the moon.” 

Respondent MD 

 

This quite obviously taps into external political efficacy, as discussed in chapters 4 and 5, and lends 

support to the idea that faith in traditional political institutions is low amongst young people. 

Interestingly, however, this respondent, despite being generally quite sceptical of traditional political 

institutions, still engaged with politics (particularly through their union). Is there perhaps another 

variable that needs to be added to the relationship of political efficacy and political engagement that 

mediates the relationship between them? Future research in this area would be useful to tease this 

out. It is also worth noting that numerous different opinions of politics, politicians and political 

parties were coded for throughout the data set, representing a lot of different perspectives on the 

political system in the UK. These ranged from very negative (politics is boring or out of touch) to 

quite positive (politicians try to do their best, politics can be about making positive change).  

However, integrity was also raised as something that respondents wrestled with themselves in their 

own political engagement. Feelings of guilt, or worry about inconsistency, were quite common in the 

interviews, particularly in relation to political consumerism. For example: 

“I think as like, as an activist you have a lot of guilt all the time and that’s just one of the things that 

for me, erm, isss… something like ok I’m gonna eat these bad brands but, or use these bad brands but 

I’m doing stuff in this way – you can’t be completely perfect, ‘cos it’s… quite hard” 

Respondent F 
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This respondent seems to be really wrestling with how their political views match, or don’t match, 

their actions, and not being entirely happy with the results of this reflection. This was present in 

other respondents’ reflections too: 

“Erm… I, I think that the answer is probably no because I’m erm…definitely a hypocrite, erm… 

Interviewer: [laughs] 

Respondent: so like I would really like to not use Amazon as much as I do 

Interviewer: yep 

Respondent: but I’m just … in the same way that I’d love to be a vegetarian but I’m not 

Interviewer: yep 

Respondent: I’m very aware of how much of a hypocrite I am.” 

Respondent T 

 

This theme of integrity seemed to emerge particularly when discussing boycotting certain products. 

This is wrapped up with the feeling, expressed by many, of capitalism being ‘unavoidable’, that it is 

impossible to live a life consistent with one’s ideals and still function in a modern capitalist, 

consumerist society. Whilst not stated explicitly, integrity here could almost be a barrier to 

engagement – an impossible ideal to live up to in modern society, and any attempts to do so instead 

resulting in mental harm to oneself. It is interesting how this seemed to emerge in particular around 

conversations concerning political consumerism – does this form of engagement lend itself to a 

more individualised form of political expression (see Chapter 4 for wider discussion on this), which 

can come with a host of difficulties in terms of mental health and too-high expectations? Future 

research exploring this link between guilt and political action would be useful, both in figuring out 

through which types of political engagement guilt is most common, and whether it is a motivating or 

debilitating presence in political action.  

 

6.3.5 Accessibility of politics 

The next theme is that of the accessibility (or lack thereof) of politics – of what things can act as a 

barrier to political engagement, both in terms of an individual’s circumstances but also the culture or 

practice of politics in the UK. This theme was coded for 28 times, across eight of the 13 interviews. 

Some of the subthemes discussed below were coded in lower numbers than other themes discussed 
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throughout this chapter, but they feel important considerations to include in a discussion of political 

engagement – even if they are issues only affecting smaller numbers of people, they are important 

in understanding the differing experiences certain groups of the population have of politics and their 

access to it. 

For example, how or where politics happens can be a barrier for some people – this subtheme was 

only coded for 3 times in 2 interviews, but feels like an important consideration to raise in discussing 

political engagement and how engaging is not always a choice everyone can make with the same 

ease: 

 
“and the reason why I don’t participate in kind of those on the street erm… kind of protest is because 

or movements is because I don’t generally have time errr and as well a lot of it is very kind of- 

because politics a lot of it is London centric a lot of it is about cost as well because I’m currently in 

Manchester… so it’s about access I think I think political is still not accessible to the majority and I 

think that no matter how much you want to be involved its difficult.” 

Respondent C 

 

so I think yeah, like I do believe in occupations I think they do get you attention, they do get you 

media coverage, erm… not always the result you want and I think only certain people can do it, like if 

you’re privileged for example, if you have some kind of privilege you can do that 

Interviewer: yeah 

Respondent: erm, other people can’t… like I would not be able to get myself arrested in the climate 

change protests, even though I really believe in them because I work with young people and actually 

I’d lose my job then so like yeah, i-its difficult 

Respondent H 

 

Political engagement and mental health 

The negative impact on mental health that political engagement could have was mentioned by some 

respondents, leading them sometimes to have to limit their consumption of political news or to limit 

their activism. Only 2 respondents talked specifically about mental health and engagement. Whilst 

such a small number of respondents speaking about this sub-theme means the degree to which it 

tells us something about the experiences of young people with politics, but given the wide amount 
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of attention youth mental health has received in recent years (particularly during the lockdown 

period) it felt like an important issue to still discuss in the context of this thesis, as even if it is a small 

minority who have this experience, it is still worthy of discussion. This was placed in the accessibility 

theme as mental health impacts could easily lead to reducing an individual’s access to, or 

engagement with, politics.  

“obviously like with some maybe bigger issues that I really like hit my heart I’m a bit more like trying 

to find out more information but I think you know I - you’ve also really got to be careful with your 

own mental health in that sort of situation because so much of it makes me so upset as well but errr 

Interviewer: yeah, yep 

Respondent: there was a period a few years ago where I lived with my parents and my dad banned 

the news in my house because of the amount of shouting and swearing I was doing [laughs] “ 

Respondent F 

 

“I have to limit my media consumption because otherwise I find myself getting unbearably 

depressed.” 

Respondent AL 

 

In the former quote, a relative has literally had to directly intervene in the consumption of political 

material due to the effect it has had on the respondent. This is not something that the respondent 

appeared to disagree with or resent. Indeed, the proceeding comment about being ‘careful’ with 

their mental health suggests that they recognise the value of what their relative did.   

There was also a sense that activism and political engagement could be quite draining: 

“I acknowledge that I am frequently exhausted by keeping up to date with things and er, you know 

there is a lot, to, to dislike, erm… I, I guess I have talked quite negatively about things.” 

Respondent AL 

 

Division in politics 

The divisions that politics can open up was a sub-theme contained within this theme. Initially, this 

was going to be its own theme, I decided to instead place it as a sub-theme within the wider theme 

of ‘accessibility’ in politics. This subtheme contained incidences of individuals talking about verbal 
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abuse from different people or different political parties (2 respondents), and division stoked by 

politicians (1 respondent), and, whilst not always stated explicitly, it is easy to see how this could 

become off-putting for individuals considering engaging in politics: 

“I try to keep out of it ‘cos I find once you’re engaged in it, people are very argumentative about it. 

I’m not, whilst I’m argumentative for a subject, I don’t, I feel like people make it very personal very 

quickly.” 

Respondent S 

 

One respondent, however, saw some forms of division as a good thing: 

“I’m quite optimistic, sort of a positive person but I think actually it’s a good thing that people have 

got different opinions to you because you know you, that’s always going to happen in life, we’re 

always going to have difference in opinions and I think it’s good to be able to talk to people and 

discuss different points of view and try to get people around to your way of thinking.” 

Respondent H 

For this respondent, politics provides a space for already existing divisions to be aired and discussed, 

a forum for debate, that is seen as quite natural and healthy. The key seems to then not be division 

itself, but how that division is handled and managed, something at least some respondents saw as 

being the role of politics and a healthy and indeed necessary part of political debate.  

 

 

6.3.6 Efficacy of consumer actions 

The final theme concerns the effectiveness of market-orientated actions - can consumers affect 

companies’ actions, and ultimately society, through their purchasing decisions? Are consumers in a 

position of power? This theme is obviously due to me asking respondents directly about the efficacy 

of consumer actions throughout each interview, so it is unsurprising that it is a common theme. It 

was coded for 19 times across the data set and respondents were generally divided on this. Six felt 

boycotting to be ineffective, whilst four felt it was effective. Some seemed to have embraced the 

logic of market systems and believed that they were an efficient mechanism for effecting change, 

whilst others were highly sceptical:  
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“well…let’s put it this way, there’s been, there’s been multiple erm… calls to boycott Uber, for 

example, or you have people who will boycott Amazon 

Interviewer: yeah 

Respondent: has that stopped Uber from raising billions of dollars from floating money on the stock 

market and having [inaudible] money? No it hasn’t erm, you know, is Amazon still on a quest to 

swallow everything so that it becomes that weird buy and large conglomerate from, er… Wall-E? 

yeah, it’s not done anything…” 

Respondent AL 

 

Some respondents were, however, confident in the power that one has as a consumer, and 

therefore in the ability, the effectiveness, of markets to act as political arbiter: 

“I feel, that people do have a lot of power themselves, but don’t… appreciate the power they have, 

which is as a consumer 

Interviewer: uhmm 

Respondent: if you don’t like something, you can not buy the product. If you don’t like erm the way a 

company’s ran, you can not buy the product and write a letter to the company saying why you’re not 

buying the product.” 

Respondent S 

 

Interestingly, two of these respondents highlighted that they believe companies will act once they 

feel their profits are at stake, suggesting a somewhat negative view of companies as fairly selfish 

actors, albeit ones that can still be forced to do the right thing. This is particularly relevant to the 

findings in the previous chapter relating to the relationship between political consumerism and 

vertical individualism (VI). Counterintuitively, it was found in the survey results that there was a 

significant, albeit weak, negative correlation between the two, i.e. the higher an individual scored on 

vertical individualism, the less likely they were to engage in acts of political consumerism. It was 

theorised in the last chapter that this surprising result could perhaps be explained by proposing that 

those higher in competitive values might generally trust market systems and market actors more 

and were less likely to be critical of their behaviour, and therefore less likely to engage in political 

acts aimed at altering their behaviour. Based on the comments found here, however, this doesn’t 
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appear to be the case. Those expressing faith in market systems and the power of consumerism 

appear well aware of problems with how corporations behave, whereas those not holding trust in 

market mechanisms seem too disillusioned with them to attempt to use them to influence 

corporations very much at all. The explanation perhaps lies in the nuance of what ‘trusting’ markets 

and businesses means (something the questions in the survey section of this research admittedly did 

not make clear enough) – some may see this to mean believing in the work corporations do, 

whereas others might see this as meaning trusting the process of markets, whilst maintaining a 

health distrust of individual market actors. Future research is clearly needed to untangle the 

relationship between corporate efficacy and the willingness of citizens to engage in political 

consumerism.  

Other research participants expressed a preference for more collective, or even overtly ‘political’, 

solutions rather than ones rooted in market mechanisms, suggesting government regulation or 

mediated political discussions as a preferred option to boycotting: 

 

“… I think it is about … trying to achieve those things through political means rather than sort of 

economic or economic means. Erm… so say, the issue of Israel/Palestine, there’s quite a large boycott 

movement but I don’t think that in itself is going to bring about…any sort of peace. S-so 

Respondent: I-I would, this is just my opinion in this case, may be a bit too detailed, but I’d want to 

see a erm…you know, campaign for dialogue between both sides, for the end of…erm…Israel’s 

occupation of the West Bank and for the Palestinian side also to erm… just, you know…that regime to 

sort of change as well, it’s sort of current leadership of that side, sooo…erm… yeah I-I-I would be 

agitating for parties around the world and trade unions to sort of erm…tha-that’s the sort of 

channels I would go down, more political.“ 

Respondent A 

 

It is worth mentioning here another, related theme that was coded for, albeit in low numbers (5 

respondents expressed this view) – the tension between consumerism and other values/sections of 

society.  Participants were asked their views on consumerism, and there was a clear sense that 

‘market values’ and ‘consumerism’ seemed to be in tension with other sorts of values present in 

society for some respondents. There were examples of consumerism being painted as quite a 

passive role, and consumerism being contrasted with collective or central provision. 
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“well, it would be about being an, an equal player, sort of a participant in, in that system. So, for 

example, when it, in a education context erm, rather than being a consumer of education I’d want to 

be a part of, you know, deciding…what is taught and how it’s taught, ermm…and when I think of say 

aaa…workplace I want to think of it more of being a…part of saying how it’s run, rather than just 

passively accepting what is….” 

Respondent A 

 

“In society we are not just customers, we’re not just consumers, we don’t just like buy things, I think 

you have a right to have a voice and that’s written into human rights regulations like the UN human 

rights regulations and I think a lot of people, yeah, don’t really realise this but you absolutely can be 

partners In every single aspect of your life… like, your elected representatives represent you on… 

pretty much everything that, you know, locally, regionally and nationally and errr and you have a 

right to contact them.” 

Respondent H 

 

6.4 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, a picture has emerged of a complex relationship between young people and politics 

in the UK. Embodied in the ‘It’s all on fire’ quote by one respondent, there is a real sense amongst 

some respondents of the need for wide-spread political change, and of the political and economic 

system being in turmoil. Integrity was seen as an important value in political life, both to be sought 

for in, and admired amongst, politicians, but also as something that is difficult, contentious and a 

constant struggle within an individual’s personal life and activism. This is linked to views around the 

usefulness of political consumerism, with respondents divided on the role markets could play in 

expressing political opinions and, ultimately, changing society. Some felt empowered as consumers, 

others seemed to be too distrustful of businesses to have much faith in those mechanisms. 

There were signs of a, perhaps unconscious, embracing of neoliberal logic. In particular, the 

centrality of possessing knowledge in order to engage in the political was evident in a number of 

respondents’ answers. As discussed in chapter 4, this is a condition required by neoliberalism’s 

‘expert rule’ phenomenon, whereby political issues have been ‘depoliticised’ by becoming about the 

efficiency of markets and therefore technical expert knowledge, as opposed to political values. 

Acting as a boon to engagement, however, are the social ties individuals have, and how this can 
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equip them to engage in politics, but these can also work in reverse, with political engagement itself 

acting as a source for building social connections and ties. In short, politics is deeply enmeshed in 

social life. 

In the next, and final, chapter, we’ll turn to the task of summarising the thesis, integrating the 

theoretical work of the earlier chapters with the survey findings and the results of this chapter too. 

Overall, what have we learnt about youth engagement, how it is changing, how it is expressed and 

understood by young people today, and how neoliberalism may or may not have influenced this 

process? And what might be happening in the coming months and years? What is the future of both 

neoliberalism, and a generation of young people growing up in its shadow? 
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Chapter 7: The Future of Youth Political Participation 

 
7.1 The story so far 

 

This chapter concludes the thesis by taking a look at everything that has been learnt throughout and 

considering these findings in the light of the original research questions of the thesis: 

• How politically engaged are young people today? 

• What types of political engagement are most common amongst young people today? 

• What relationships do these types of engagement share with one another? 

• What relationships do traits such as individualism and political efficacy share with different 

types of political engagement? 

• Ultimately, what role has neoliberalism played in youth political engagement in recent 

years? 

 

Chapter 1 introduced the concept of political engagement and its importance as perhaps the most 

powerful expression of the human condition. We explored issues around defining and measuring 

political engagement, primarily those of ‘validity’, ‘quantification’, and ‘reliability’, as well as a 

general lack of shared understanding in the field as to what is constituted by ‘the political’. This 

thesis has provided a clear guiding principle in considering acts political: power. As quoted in 

Chapter 1, Leftwich (2015, ix) argues a common theme in defining politics is “… power: its sources 

and forms; its uses, abuses and effects; how – if at all – power is distributed and constrained by 

norms, by competition, by rules, regimes and institutions and by other countervailing sources and 

centres of power, exercised by and through states and governments, private corporations or 

international organizations.” 

Chapter 2 outlined the historic trends in youth political engagement over the past few decades. We 

explored how youth engagement with a range of formal political institutions has declined, 

particularly since the 1990’s, but that other forms of engagement may still enjoy a wider following. 

There are also important areas of potential revival in youth engagement with mainstream politics, in 

particular the mobilisation of young people in the 2017 general elections by the Labour Party, 

although whether this is a short-term anomaly or the start of a long-term trend remains to be seen. 

Chapter 2 also explored a range of common explanations for political engagement, or the lack of it, 

paying particular attention to how this matches with developments in youth political engagement. 
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These were grouped into ‘types’ of explanation and their explanatory potential considered, with the 

chapter ending with an argument for an ‘environmental’ analysis of political engagement that 

factors in broader social, political and economic changes that have occurred over the lifetimes of 

young people as the only approach with enough potential explanatory power to explain the large 

changes in engagement over the past few decades. 

Chapter 3 introduced the particular ‘environmental’ explanation explored in this thesis: 

neoliberalism. The chapter explored the history and key tenets of neoliberalism, concluding that the 

term denotes a form of governance focused on utilising an invasive state to expand market or 

market like systems in as many areas of human activity as possible, moulding citizens into more 

individualistic, competing consumers as part of this process. Its rise and implementation matches 

the time periods of change in political engagement, and the generation that grew up under 

neoliberal hegemony are the generation displaying the most profound shifts in political engagement 

behaviours. Chapter 4 explored the literature on a range of impacts of neoliberal-infused policy and 

how these impacts relate to political engagement. These impacts are; marketisation and the tension 

this brings with democratic norms; responsibilisation narratives; increased inequality; the changing 

character of the state through privatisation, deregulation and austerity; the preference among 

policy-makers for ‘expert rule’; and the repression and increasing precarity of labour. The chapter 

argued that the main psychological effects that result, and which underpin and define the personal 

experience of neoliberal policy, are declines in political efficacy and increases in individualism. This is 

consistent with our hypothesis that increases in individualism will produce reductions in 

engagement with politics. 

Chapter 5 introduced the first part of the primary research of the thesis, outlining the main 

methodological issues and processes utilised in an online survey aimed at exploring the relationships 

between individualism and collectivism, political efficacy and a variety of types of political 

engagement. In exploring the results of this survey, broadly we found that both internal and external 

political efficacy could explain a significant amount of the variance in political engagement, and that 

they were particularly correlated with formal forms of political engagement, and that individualism 

did not share a significant relationship with political engagement, except (surprisingly) for a weak 

negative relationship between vertical individualism (and vertical collectivism) and political 

consumerism.  

Chapter 6 presented the methods and results of the qualitative stage of the research, a more in-

depth interview with participants exploring their political engagement and views. Six key themes 

were identified through a thematic analysis of the interviews; the social embeddedness of political 
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engagement, the importance of knowledge to politics and political engagement, “it’s all on fire”, 

integrity, the accessibility of politics and the effectiveness of consumer actions (with respondents 

split on their judgements on this last point).  

These are the main findings of this thesis, the story so far. Now we’ll turn to considering the future, 

first of the study of political engagement, providing recommendations and insights gleaned from this 

research, and then the future of both youth politics and neoliberalism.  

 

7.2 Summary of findings and future directions 

 

7.2.1 Types of political engagement 

We found support for the categorisation of a number of ‘types’ of political engagement in this thesis. 

These types, found through factor analysis, were ‘voting’, ‘union engagement’, ‘formal political 

engagement’, ‘online engagement’, ‘political consumerism’, and a final factor that had no clear 

unifying theme. Categorising political behaviour based on how people actually engage in it is 

important because categories imposed from the outside, by well-meaning researchers, run the risk 

of separating out political behaviours into separate groups that might not always be as distinct as we 

imagine.  

Whilst it was possible to separate out political behaviour into more or less distinct engagement 

‘types’ through factor analysis, there were still moderate, significant positive correlations between 

all of these types of engagement (with the exception of voting and political consumerism, which may 

itself have been an artefact of how the voting items were scored – see Table F3 in Appendix F). This 

suggests that whilst there are logical ways to talk about ‘types’ or ‘sets’ of political behaviour, they 

are not completely unrelated to one another - potentially, declines in one may be reflected in the 

declines of others. Talk of young people walking away from mainstream politics then, should not 

assume that informal, online or consumerist engagement will automatically take its place.  

Depending on the reason for this initial decline, other types of behaviour may also be affected 

(indeed, attempting to understand the psychological underpinnings of political behaviour, such as 

political efficacy and individualism/collectivism, could help eventually lead us to being able to 

explain the differing effects on types of political behaviour different events and policies have, and 

why these behaviours share the correlations that they do).  

That these different political behaviours shared the correlations they do suggests they may be 

something underlying superficial measures of political behaviour. Is there a nub construct 
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underneath it all that determines actual engagement, that behaviours are simply the end result of? 

This is perhaps most relevant to the issue of conceptualising political engagement discussed in the 

next section, but it is worth all researchers pausing to consider this point. Are surveys and scales that 

simply measure behaviours not actually getting to the heart of the concept of engagement? Are 

there better ways we can explore this concept in citizens, that goes past recording past behaviours 

and measures some sort of predisposition or trait? In short, have we been thinking about 

engagement as a set of behaviours, when it is actually something deeper? Pontes, Henn and Griffiths 

(2018) have offered a potential distinction between political engagement and political participation 

in their interview research with young people, where those interviewed suggested these two 

concepts were distinct. The authors suggest that engagement could be conceptualised as specifically 

regarding cognitive and emotional processes around politics – an individual’s interest in and active 

acquisition of knowledge about politics, and emotional investments in politics, a sense of overall 

investment in politics, as opposed to actual political acts such as voting. Whilst such a distinction 

seems useful for understanding different components of political behaviours, whether they can be 

meaningfully separated (can we say someone is engaged if not participating and vice-versa?) 

remains an open conceptual and empirical question – Pontes, Henn and Griffiths work seems to 

suggest at least some young people seem to think they can. This could help us further fine-grain 

what we need to look for when assessing young people’s political behaviours and views, but still 

leaves a question of how to accurately and holistically measure political participation and 

engagement, and whether we ever satisfactorily can. Identifying these groups of political behaviour 

was also useful as it enabled us to explore relationships between political engagement and other 

factors such as political efficacy and individualism in a greater level of depth and nuance than would 

otherwise be possible. The strength of the relationship with these variables was stronger or weaker 

(and significant and non-significant) depending on which type of political engagement we were 

looking at. Of particular interest here was how Vertical Individualism (VI) shared no relationship with 

most types of political engagement, but it did share a significant and, surprisingly, negative 

correlation with political consumerism (see below for a more thorough discussion). This is important 

because it enables us as researchers to understand that the relationship VI shares is with a very 

specific set of political behaviours, rather than general political activity, leading to very different 

conclusions (see below). We are only able to draw these more accurate conclusions by having data-

driven categories of political behaviour.   
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7.2.2 Conceptualising political engagement 

A key argument made in this thesis has been the urgent need for more accurate measures of 

political engagement, particularly for younger people. This was perhaps most evident where a 

potential ‘youthquake’ is dismissed out of hand by a major study into electoral behaviour (Prosser et 

al., 2018) without any consideration of what increased youth political participation might mean, but 

this is only one study amongst many that have investigated political engagement without clarifying 

what they mean by the term, with the default resting with more ‘formal’, traditional forms of 

engagement, often at the exclusion of behaviours more prevalent amongst younger generations.  

In the quantitative chapter in this thesis, attempts were made to capture a wider set of political 

behaviours than is common in many other studies of political engagement. Whilst this was 

successful to some extent, there are still clear gaps. A wider range of union activities could have 

been asked of participants, as could a wider range of more radical political protest actions, such as 

occupations, sit-ins, taking part in die-in’s or blockades, for example. There were also a number of 

other areas of political activity highlighted by the survey respondents that the survey, detailed in 

Chapter 5. Work needs to continue on developing more detailed political participation surveys if we 

are to understand the changing nature of youth political engagement. 

However, as researcher’s, we also need to consider the possibility that political engagement is not 

something that ever really can be ‘measured’, at least not in the traditional, quantitative way 

established social science requires of us. If we accept that political engagement is potentially as 

varied as human thought and imagination (see Chapter 1 for a fuller discussion on this), attempting 

to capture it in a finite number of measures through a questionnaire or similar method seems at 

best futile, at worst arrogant. We are stuck between hopelessly long surveys, or half-measures. We 

also need to be mindful of the fact that behaviour is not actually engagement, but rather a close, 

rough approximation for it. The motivation and subjective, inner experience that goes along with the 

behaviour is just as relevant to measuring engagement as the behaviour itself. As with the example 

of someone who votes unthinkingly along family lines or out of long-ingrained behaviour, compared 

to someone who spends hours or even days researching the issues before making their choice, the 

actual engagement embodied in the only part we are measuring, the act of voting itself, is limited. 

This doesn’t mean we should abandon attempts to measure behaviour within regard to participation 

completely, because there are good reasons to desire an accurate measure of political engagement. 

Understanding how citizens engage and how social change occurs is important for reforming political 

institutions and practices, and helps us diagnose broader problems with political systems. In terms 

of longevity, such measurements are vital for public officials and political organisations to 
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understand the long-term sustainability of British democracy, and how they can aid this by adapting 

their own practices and priorities. Any properly democratic society should place a high importance 

on effective research into the political engagement of its citizens, especially of the generation about 

to inherit these institutions and practices.  

What it does mean is that we need to be aware that quantitative surveys are an imperfect proxy at 

best, and may not always give us an accurate picture of what we seek. It also reinforces the need for 

number-crunching to be complemented with rich, qualitative work that digs deeper into the 

motivations and nuances behind many of these surface-level behaviours. At the very least, we need 

to be working with citizens and giving them space to reflect on their engagement and influence 

engagement measures much more, particularly those from disadvantaged or marginalised groups.  

 

7.2.3 Political efficacy 

This study, like many before it, found a moderate correlation between both types of political efficacy 

(internal and external) and overall political engagement, and it was found to be a significant 

predictor, albeit a weak one, of political engagement in the regression model. This lends support to 

one of the arguments of this thesis, that political efficacy plays a role in determining youth political 

engagement, and suggests that lower levels of political efficacy could reduce political engagement. 

This is particularly concerning given the arguments presented in Chapter 4 that demonstrated how 

neoliberalism has potentially had adverse effects on the political efficacy, both internal and external, 

of young people in particular, through the deification of experts, the narrowing of political debate 

and gross inequality reducing social trust and faith in government. This was reflected in the 

interview-stage of the research, where respondents demonstrated a number of signs of a lack of 

external political efficacy, ranging from (in some cases) distrusting or disparaging politicians (whilst 

some respondents did have some positive things to say about politicians too), to some showing signs 

of frustration with the results of the democratic system. 

However, when digging into the relationships that political efficacy shares with different types of 

political engagement, an even more nuanced picture emerges. Interestingly, internal political 

efficacy (IPE) was found to have stronger correlations with most types of political behaviour than 

external political efficacy (EPE). EPE only shares a significant correlation with formal political 

engagement. In short, this suggests that (bearing in mind correlation not equalling causation) faith in 

the democratic institutions of the country primarily affects an individual’s willingness to engage with 

them, but not to necessarily engage in other ways, such as through petitions, protests or political 
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consumerism. IPE shared a stronger correlation with a wider range of behaviours, all except voting 

(and this lack of correlation could be an artefact of the way the voting variable was measured and 

calculated, see Chapter 5). What this does is support the idea that different combinations of the 

different types of political efficacy could produce different types of political engagement. Someone 

high in IPE but low in EPE, for instance, might shun politicians and political parties, but engage in a 

variety of other ways potentially missed by traditional engagement measures. This supports 

arguments advanced by the likes of Fahmy (2006) that disillusionment with official political 

institutions does not mean a lack of engagement with politics, more broadly defined. 

Power still resides with these formal institutions, however. The question then becomes, if young 

people are disengaged from these institutions, but still engaged in other forms of political activity, 

how successful will they be in achieving political and social change, and how might this in turn affect 

their efficacy and engagement as they age? Longevity studies would be useful to conduct here, 

which track this generation’s engagement and efficacy over a period of decades, matching it with 

interviews of their own personal political struggles and the major political events that affect this 

generation over the same time period too (some cautious musings on how historic events may be 

affecting young people are provided at the end of this chapter). This is research that can only be 

done via quantitative and qualitative methods. It will require large data sets of engagement, but also 

more in-depth qualitative interviews to understand how large and small political events have altered 

efficacy and engagement. This sort of research could help us continue to develop a nuanced picture 

of the intersection between efficacy and engagement. 

The other side of these findings is that IPE is important for political engagement, with IPE sharing 

weak to moderate positive correlations with most types of political engagement identified by the 

factor analysis, suggesting that IPE has a relevance for a wider set of political behaviours, that it is 

potentially a more fundamental precondition for political engagement. Caveats around correlation 

and causation aside, the belief individuals have in their own abilities, skills, knowledge and 

ultimately worth are potentially an important determinant for political engagement. More detailed 

research into the specific contributions of IPE and EPE are needed, likely in the form of a series of 

studies that unpick their contributions to different types of political behaviour.  

The interview stage of the study raised two areas of concern here, one identified in the theme of 

‘knowledge as a gateway to political engagement’. This theme centred on the importance of 

knowledge in politics, and how in some cases it is seen as a requirement to be able to engage in 

political discourse and decision making, reminiscent of the ‘expert rule’ literature favoured by 

neoliberalism as discussed in Chapter 4, where politics is essentially depoliticised and framed as 
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primarily an issue of technocratic management of competitive, economic forces. It is perhaps not 

surprising (or necessarily undesirable) that a group of young people, many of whom are or recently 

were students, placed an importance on knowledge in engaging with political discussions, but the 

degree to which this was expressed by two of the respondents (the suggestions that ‘less 

democracy’ was needed, or that important decisions should not be made by the public) suggests 

that neoliberal rhetoric may have had some success in penetrating their views on the prerequisites 

for political engagement.  

The other area of concern raised in the interviews was the theme of ‘integrity’, specifically the 

subtheme of the personal integrity of the participants themselves. Obviously, it is morally desirable 

that individuals hold their actions to account, ensuring they are in line with their beliefs, but some of 

the respondents in the interview-stage of the study expressed the agonising effects that too much of 

this can produce, particularly in regards to actions as a consumer in a capitalist society that has few 

guilt-free options available for a cheap price. Whilst none of the respondents explicitly linked this to 

neoliberal discourse, it is easy to see how the discourse of constant self-enhancement, self-

improvement and self-promotion could lead to individuals obsessively focusing on their short-

comings and the image they project to others.  

What this tells us for the future of political engagement is that the feelings of distrust in formal 

political mechanisms fostered by neoliberal politics, from the narrowing of political debate fostered 

by expert rule to the ravages of inequality, are likely to harm political parties the most, but other 

forms of political engagement may endure and potentially even thrive. The effects on citizens’ sense 

of their own self-worth, of their own abilities and skills, however, could begin to erode even these 

outlets of political expression, from the marginalising of normative political discourse (think of the 

arguments from Davies, 2014, above) ,and therefore ordinary citizens’ views, to the harmful effects 

on the psyche of a rigid, dogmatic focus on constant self-improvement and entrepreneurialism. 

Addressing these root causes, through potential initiatives such as more redistributive economic 

policies, a wider democratising of the economic sphere and more participative and inclusive 

democratic governance, the evidence in this thesis suggests, could be key to maintaining and 

possibly even improving the political efficacy of young people, and indeed all generations in the UK, 

and therefore maintaining a healthy level of engagement in the political life of this country.  
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7.2.4 Individualism and Collectivism 

One of the main effects of neoliberalism predicted by this thesis was that of rises in individualism, 

which were in turn harming levels of political engagement. The survey section of this research 

revealed that there were no major relationships between collectivism and individualism and political 

engagement as a whole as measured in this study, but one significant relationship did emerge when 

Triandis and Gelfand’s (1998) categorisations of vertical and horizontal individualism and 

collectivism were applied. Specifically, a weak but significant negative correlation was found 

between Vertical Individualism (VI – the variety that focuses on competition) and political 

engagement. Digging deeper into the types of political engagement suggested by the factor analysis, 

there was only a significant negative relationship between VI and political consumerism. 

This is challenging for the thesis in two ways. First, it fails to lend support to the idea that 

individualism increases could have reduced engagement in various political acts, commensurate with 

the rise of neoliberalism. Second, it hints at an adverse relationship between political consumerism 

and certain types of individualism, the one type of political behaviour one might assume would thrive 

in a more individualised society. One reason for this might be that more competitive individuals 

naturally trust competitive systems more (i.e. markets, i.e. higher corporate efficacy), but instead of, 

as we originally theorised, this leading to them expressing their political views through market 

systems more, it simply leads to a higher sort of respect for/complacency towards, corporations and 

market actors, muting activism in this area rather than enhancing it.  

There is, however, no real grounding for this in the evidence gleaned at the interview stage of the 

research: most participants expressed at least some engagement with political consumerism, but 

expressed a range of different sentiments as to their views about corporations and market systems, 

and the effectiveness of political consumerism. It also leaves open the question of how these 

tentative findings square with the apparent rise in acts of political consumerism in recent decades. 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, adding in the fact that Vertical Collectivism shares significantly negative 

relationships with total engagement and political consumerism, that acceptance of hierarchy in 

society could be playing a role here (this is the shared value amongst the vertical dimension). VC not 

sharing a significant relationship with corporate efficacy as VI does complicates this, however, as 

does the fact that in both cases the relationships are very weak, albeit statistically significant. The 

mystery remains. Given the relative weakness of the relationship found in this study, more detailed 

research honing in on the relationships between competitive attitudes and political behaviour is 

needed.  
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Another surprising finding of the survey part of the study was a fairly robust correlation between 

individualism (IND) and collectivism (COL). These psychological traits are often contrasted with one 

another in the popular imagination, an either/or dichotomy that leaves little room for understanding 

the interactions between these two impulses. In addition, individuals filling out the survey were on 

average more collectivist than individualistic. These two findings combined obviously challenge one 

of the theories proposed in this thesis, namely that individualism is on the increase due to neoliberal 

politics, and that this is coming at the expense of more collectivist values and ways of organising.  

The literature around collectivism and individualism offers some tentative ways of understanding 

this finding. Research reviewed by Wilkinson and Pickett (2018) suggests that more collective values 

and behaviours may well have arisen out of more self-centred concerns. They argue that the pre-

human era of our lineage was primarily defined by hierarchical societies with dominant alpha males 

of the kind present in modern day chimp societies, but once collective big-game hunting developed 

in anatomically human eras, egalitarianism was the rule. They argue that this egalitarianism in 

hunter-gatherer societies was rooted in a desire to protect personal autonomy – being vigilant 

against forms of unfair dominance and even working with others to suppress it in order to maintain 

ones’ own independence and autonomy. In a different setting, this sort of mentality is not all that 

different to some strands of rhetoric around unionising in the workplace, say. This demonstrates 

that individualist tendencies and values can actually lead individuals to collectivist values and 

behaviour too, rather than them being mutually exclusive. Over time, one could see how this could 

begin to foster a process of natural selection. Those with more selfish, self-aggrandising tendencies 

tended to be ostracised and denied access to resources to pass on their genes, whereas those more 

inclined to respect group rules and to work with others to further them, were more likely to survive 

and pass on offspring. The point here is twofold. That deep in our evolutionary lineage, both 

individualist tendencies and collectivist ones are deeply rooted, and that they have worked together, 

rather than in opposition, to develop who we are today, but also that in modern life the two may 

influence both conscious and unconscious political decisions too. 

There are two things that do not follow from this, however, even though at first glance they may 

seem like logical follow-ups. Firstly, much as with evolutionary explanations regarding altruism, the 

fact that the origins of collectivist sentiments in humanity might be rooted in self-interested 

motives, i.e. the fact that there was a selective advantage to being more collectivist, doesn’t mean 

that people today who have inherited these traits aren’t genuinely collectivist and public spirited, in 

the same way that having eyes has at some point in our past given us a selective advantage doesn’t 

mean we can’t really see.  
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Secondly, this doesn’t mean individualism and collectivism are never opposed. Digging into the 

Triandis and Gelfand (1998) categorisation of Horizontal and Vertical forms of IND and COL gave a 

more nuanced view. Horizontal Individualism (HI - a focus on personal autonomy, but relative 

equality within this) shared no significant correlations with either type of collectivism, and Vertical 

Individualism (VI), which emphasises competition, actually shared a negative, significant correlation 

with Horizontal Collectivism. This suggests that whilst IND and COL generally can work together, 

more extreme forms, such as VI could begin to undermine the other. With neoliberalism’s focus on 

competitive behaviours, this is a real danger in market-dominated societies. 

A certain degree of individuality is needed, perhaps, in order to acquire the confidence to act and 

challenge, to feel a sense of agency and the right to express viewpoints and participate in the realm 

of politics. On the flip side, most political acts require at least a minimum degree of cooperation with 

other human beings, or at least some degree of social intelligence and understanding, and 

appreciation of how other human beings think, feel and reason. The interview stage of the study 

shed some light on this too. Respondents highlighted how politics was deeply embedded in social 

relationships, both generating and being generated by social connections. However, social 

comparisons could also reduce an individual’s feelings of efficacy if comparing themselves to certain 

groups. Perhaps a certain degree of individuality is useful in overcoming some of the negative effects 

of an otherwise collectivist and socially oriented mindset? Thus, it is conceivable that a certain 

degree of both individualism and collectivism are necessary for political engagement, whilst 

recognising that the extremes of either end could be damaging.  

 

7.2.5 Contribution and limitations 

In sum, this thesis has provided several original contributions to the field. First, it has scrutinised the 

concept of political engagement, specifically in a youth context, and attempted to develop a 

broader, more holistic measure of youth political activity than is often employed in the field. In 

addition, the measure for political engagement used here has attempted to combine a number of 

techniques to enrich the measure of political engagement utilised in the primary research, such as 

asking about the frequency of political activities, in-depth interviews and a chance for participants to 

raise their own areas of political activity not already on the engagement measure. It is the hope here 

that this thesis can serve as a contribution to a wider debate about how political science 

conceptualises and measures political engagement, and how the decisions made in this regard can 

impact different groups in society and our understanding of their engagement differently. 
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This thesis has also contributed to the discussion around ‘types’ of political engagement and which 

sorts of political behaviours are likely to occur alongside one another, a particularly important 

debate within youth political engagement studies where many argue ‘formal’ political engagement is 

being supplanted by ‘informal’ activities. By running a factor analysis on the political engagement 

items in the survey section of the research this thesis was able to assess how different activities 

correlated with one another, and also how different types of political efficacy correlated with 

different types of political engagement, further enriching our understanding of how political efficacy 

plays a role in political engagement.  

This thesis has also contributed an advancement in discussing and thinking about the role of 

neoliberalism in political engagement, by providing an in-depth and detailed conceptualisation of 

neoliberalism, and, using this foundation, identifying key areas of economic and social development 

that have been born out of neoliberalism in the UK context. The literature on these six key impacts 

and their relationship to political engagement was then reviewed, and then underlying effects on 

individual psychology arising from these impacts was identified. Finally, these underlying 

mechanisms and their relationship with political engagement was studied directly in the primary 

research of the thesis. It is my hope that this has synthesised a number of areas of quite disparate 

research in one place, and provided a launch pad for future research into neoliberalism and how it 

affects political engagement. 

This is also an approach that could be used in many other areas of political research. There is a 

danger at times of social science research missing the wood for the trees – in being too focused on 

the micro, that we avoid talking about the really big, sweeping changes happening in society and 

attempting to research these. Hopefully, this thesis has contributed at least the start of a 

methodological conversation about how we as social scientists can research large-scale changes in a 

meaningful way. 

This research was limited by its sample size in the survey section. Larger sample sizes could have 

garnered from pre-existing surveys on political engagement in the UK, but this was deliberately 

avoided as a key critique of this thesis is about the inadequacy of many existing measures of political 

engagement – few of these data sources will also have measures on individualism and political 

efficacy too. This does however mean that the conclusions from the survey section of the research 

are limited by the sample size – future research with these variables with larger sample sizes are 

needed. The study also used a very specific measure of individualism and collectivism, and this might 

be in part why there was not much found in the way of a relationship between these factors and 

political engagement. A number of future studies that utilise a number of different measures of 
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individualism would be useful to gain a more accurate picture of the relationship between 

individualism and political engagement. 

 

7.3 Youth politics under… a new hegemony? 

 

The ‘millennial’ generation, born roughly between Thatcher’s arrival as Prime Minister in the UK and 

the falling of the Twin Towers in the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the US, the focus of this thesis, is 

defined by crisis. These are crises past, present and future, a framing only becoming apparent as I 

finish the concluding chapter of this thesis. The past crisis, that millennials grew up in the shadow of, 

the one their childhood was defined by: the 2008 Global Recession and the government responses 

that followed. The present crisis: the Covid-19 pandemic, an unprecedented global event that has 

uprooted the lives of billions in a way not seen since the Second World War. And the future crisis: 

the looming catastrophe of climate change.  

These three crises have and will define this generation. Intersecting with this is the fate of neoliberal 

politics – part-progenitor of at least two of these crises, yet also struggling for its survival in their 

wake. So far, this thesis has focused on the past of youth political engagement, only really touching 

on one of these crises, but in looking at the future of both youth political participation and 

neoliberalism, we must turn to the two other great crises afflicting this generation.  

 

7.3.1 Past: The Great Recession 

In 2008, the global economy suffered its worst crisis since the Wall Street Crash of 1929. Whilst 

implementing large bailout packages for banks and large corporations, many Western nations, with 

the UK somewhat of a frontrunner, opted for ‘austerity’ measures that focused on drastic cuts to 

state-led provision of public services and welfare payments. As explored in this thesis (see Chapters 

3 and 4 in particular) austerity has disproportionately affected younger generations in the UK, and 

has played a role in their subsequent political development and mobilisation, coalescing around the 

Corbyn project in the UK in particular. The years since the crisis have been marked by a renewed 

vigour of some of the impacts of neoliberalism explored in Chapter 4, potentially exacerbating their 

psychological effects of declining efficacy and rising individualism.  

The financial crash was also purported to herald the end of neoliberalism. Peck, Theodore & Brenner 

(2012) detail how in the immediate aftermath of this crisis, many academics and commentators 
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seemed to feel this crisis signalled a death blow for neoliberalism… yet it has limped on – indeed 

they describe neoliberalism launching a ‘counteroffensive’ in the subsequent years that in some 

ways has been even more entrenched than previously., Peck (2013) suggests that neoliberal 

orthodoxy has certainly taken a beating since 2008 but no serious contenders have emerged to 

unseat it. As such, neoliberalism lurches on ‘zombie-like’, undermined, altered, but with no obvious 

successor (at least not one able to garner majority in approval in a democratic election). Hall, 

Massey and Rustin (2013, p.4) state the case in a stronger way, arguing that the financial crisis: “has 

been used by many Western governments as a means of further entrenching the neoliberal model”. 

They argue that neoliberalism hasn’t just survived but has used the crisis, as it has opportunistically 

used crises so many times throughout its history, pushing “swingeing austerity”, and “frozen 

incomes, capped benefits, savaged public sector employment and undermined local government. It 

has encouraged private capital to hollow-out the welfare state and dismantle the structures of 

health, welfare and education services.”  

Peck emphasises how neoliberalism varies significantly across local contexts, and talks of 

‘neoliberalisation’ being perhaps a more useful frame than ‘big-N’ neoliberalism, a process of 

transforming local contexts via market-orientated governance, always interacting and existing 

alongside local situations and other ideologies and values, rather than some monolithic central 

blueprint. He also suggests that this might be the very reason why neoliberalism is so hard to 

challenge, and why the crisis hasn’t destroyed it – like trying to cup water in your hands, such a 

varied and slippery concept can be hard to pin down. As he has stated elsewhere: “… in this 

conception, “neoliberalism” does not exist as a unified and static structure, as an equilibrating 

system, or as an endstate condition, it is correspondingly less likely to fail in a totalizing moment of 

collapse” (Peck et al., 2010). 

So, the very elusiveness, and adaptability of neoliberal practice throughout the globe has been its 

strength during the 2008 financial crisis and the years following. It is not, however, a crisis that 

neoliberalism has emerged from untarnished. Whilst it has re-emerged from the crisis with a 

vengeance in the form of austerity policies in many Western countries, its success appears more to 

do with a lack of competitors as opposed to overwhelming public support– hardly a firm foundation 

on which to continue. It has had to adapt to the new circumstances too. Some have pondered 

whether a new variant or phase of neoliberalism has developed since the financial crisis. In 

particular, Davies (2014, p.136) talks about: "The heightening sense of urgency (or even emergency) 

around national economic performance enables a form of Schmittian-managerial action to be 

ignited [...] simply a sense that 'we' are in combat with 'them'" and "… so at a rhetorical level, 

cherished forms of national identity are represented as under threat, as a result of diminished 
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competitiveness" (the backdrop to these quotes is his argument that neoliberalism forces politicians 

to be constantly worried about national competitiveness). He goes on to discuss (Chapter 5) how 

post-crash, neoliberalism is more explicitly than ever relying on 'executive' decision making to 'hold 

the market order together' and that this can blur with national competitiveness to foster an almost 

mercantilist form of neoliberalism.  

A revival of national competitiveness and a more authoritarian strain of decision making could shed 

new light on recent political developments, such as the victory of Donald Trump in the US 

presidential election in and the Brexit campaign in the UK. These developments do not sit well with 

the more cosmopolitan attitudes of younger voters (see Sloam and Henn, 2019, discussed in Chapter 

2). In particular, the debate around Brexit in the UK has taken on a narrative of a generational divide, 

with younger voters much less likely to support leaving the European Union. Has the trigger to 

higher youth engagement in traditional, formal politics been a new phase of neoliberalism since 

2008 that is less accepting of cosmopolitan values? We have seen this before, for instance, in how 

Thatcherism was a much less culturally and socially liberal brand than the neoliberalism of New 

Labour under Tony Blair. 

In short, has the financial crash brought about some sort of crisis mode (both economic and political) 

for neoliberalism?  And has neoliberalism adapted by shedding some of its more socially liberal 

clothing... and was this just too much for a younger generation to bear on top of the economic and 

political dislocation already experienced? Has this authoritarian twist, coupled with the 

disproportionate cost of austerity politics they have been burdened with finally managed to start 

reversing the decline in formal political engagement witnessed in the UK since the 1990’s, evident in 

the re-engagement with party politics under Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour Party (and 

how will the very different leadership of Keir Starmer fit in with these trends)? Have neoliberalism’s 

excesses finally outweighed its corrosive effects on political engagement? 

 

7.3.2 Present: Covid-19 

This thesis was finished in lockdown. The Covid-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on the lives 

of citizens across the world, unprecedented in peace time. At the time of writing (May2021), the UK 

has seen more than 100,000 deaths due to Covid-19 and globally there are over 3,000,000 

confirmed deaths and counting. It has led to the greatest invasion in people’s lives since World War 

Two by many Western governments, and led to global economic upheaval. 



199 | P a g e  
 

Obviously, at the time of writing, no data is available on how this will affect youth engagement with 

politics, or indeed, politics itself, but it is simply inconceivable that there will not be profound and 

lasting political implications from this crisis. Writing on neoliberal politics specifically, Macfarlane 

(2020) argues: “If neoliberalism was already on life support, then the coronavirus has administered 

the lethal blow. The pandemic has laid bare the disastrous consequences of decades of privatisation, 

deregulation and outsourcing in countries like the US and UK, and highlighted the critical importance 

of strong public services and a well-resourced state bureaucracy. In order to contain the economic 

fallout from the pandemic, Western countries have ripped up the neoliberal playbook. Market forces 

have been shunned in favour of economic planning, industrial policy and regulatory controls.”  

Massive state involvement in everyday life is indeed the first obvious way in which the pandemic has 

affected political discourse and practice, from enhanced police powers to physically limit the 

movement and activities of citizens, to states essentially paying the wages of many employees 

whose workplaces have had to close due to government order, to huge fiscal stimulus packages 

being used to prop up flailing economies (the UK government at the time of writing has committed 

to a £330 billion fiscal stimulus package). Whilst many on the left will feel that this directly 

undermines the loosely regulated, market-dominated, austerity-ridden politics of neoliberalism, 

many also felt the same after 2008 and were proven wrong. As we have seen throughout this thesis, 

construing neoliberalism as ‘laissez-faire’ is a misnomer. Neoliberalism is at heart a deeply invasive 

political project and especially in times of crisis politicians are unafraid to use wide-ranging state 

power to bolster market forces.  

In terms of the psychological constructs explored here, the pandemic has led in the UK (and 

elsewhere) to somewhat of a revival, anecdotally for the moment at least, of ‘community spirit’, 

with many drawing comparisons between the responses to the current pandemic and the ‘Blitz 

Spirit’ of communities working together through the Second World War. Many are helping elderly 

neighbours or those from at-risk backgrounds, there is a renewed, almost emphatic rise in support 

for NHS staff and other essential workers, and in general a sense of ‘we’re in this together’. Will this 

lead to a revival of collectivism in the UK and beyond, challenging much of the individualistic, 

competition-driven rhetoric and values of neoliberalism, and see the ideology in hot waters in the 

years to come, or will it be a short-lived trend during the crisis itself, with society to resume apace 

once it is over? Indeed, will the large spending during the crisis lead to a new wave of the neoliberal 

impacts identified in Chapter 4, as the financial crisis did – a wave of privatisation, public spending 

cuts and precarious work conditions? How would this, in turn, effect individualism, political efficacy 

and, ultimately, political engagement?  
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There are important considerations regarding the effects of the pandemic on political efficacy as 

well. How the government responds to the most profound crisis in living memory is likely to have 

some effect on feelings of external political efficacy, particularly for younger generations, and this 

could come to define their views of, and relationship with, the state for the rest of their lives. The 

public at the time of writing seems to have supported the government and, in particular, the Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson, with him being treated in much of the press as something of a war hero. 

There are, however, a number of questions emerging around the government’s handling of the 

crisis, from taking too long to announce a lockdown, to failures to provide enough protective 

equipment for frontline NHS staff. The government has also had to ‘u-turn’ in a number of policy 

areas, most damagingly in the grading of A-levels, and this has led to much criticism. How this 

government will come to be seen to have handled this crisis is yet to be determined but will likely 

have a big impact on the political efficacy of many.  

This occurs against a backdrop of Labour’s defeat in the December 2019 general election, and the 

subsequent replacement of Jeremy Corbyn by Keir Starmer as the leader of the Labour Party. Whilst 

at the time of writing Starmer has been in the post only a few months, it seems unlikely that his 

legacy will be one of shifting the party leftwards as Corbyn did. How this will affect how young 

people, who appeared to be enthused back into traditional political arenas under Corbyn at least to 

some extent, choose to organise and engage politically throughout the Covid-crisis and the following 

years remains to be seen. 

The nature of the pandemic itself can make many feel like there is not much they can do. How can 

you tackle a virus, an unseeable, silent killer? The longer this goes on to dominate political 

considerations, the worse the effect might end up being on citizens’ sense of internal political 

efficacy too. This idea that a decade of austerity, or in some cases like the US, privatised healthcare, 

has not exacerbated the pandemic is fiercely debated during the current crisis, with one side arguing 

such a view is vital to understanding the crisis and how to avoid this happening again, and the other 

side arguing that now is not the time to ‘politicise’ the crisis. The crisis is, of course, inherently 

political. The virus itself is only one side of the equation for a pandemic. The other side is the 

political, economic and social circumstances into which the virus is introduced. How does a health 

service that has a funding crisis cope with a suddenly huge increase in an unknown disease that puts 

its own staff at risk? How do we keep individuals isolating at home without proper job security and 

adequate sick pay? Calls to not politicise the issue are, of course, the perfect response from the view 

of advocates of neoliberal policy. Political decisions and consequences are left to the ‘experts’ (in 

this case the government’s scientific and health advisers), whereas the role of the citizen is to 
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meekly accept the official government line and support it. We are not to intervene or engage, 

because we do not have the required knowledge or expertise to do so.  

What this pandemic will possibly have done is proven to many citizens that state-led provision can 

work, and highlighted the need for robust and well-funded health and social care systems, and 

perhaps bolstered arguments for higher wages for the low paid, many of whom are now key workers 

risking their lives to keep essential services going. This may coalesce into new demands for better 

wages and conditions, and an end to austerity, but whether it does or not depends on the post-

pandemic world and the movements that organise and develop in it. Young people could be set to 

play a big role in these movements, as they are likely going to be hit hard by the post-Covid recovery, 

from their schooling and university education being severely disrupted during the pandemic, to their 

over-representation in sectors most affected, such as retail and hospitality industries. They will, 

however, also be organising in the shadow of another crisis. 

 

7.3.3 Future: System change or climate change? 

If the financial crisis offered a stark warning about the dangers of neoliberalism, a warning continued 

(at the time of writing not yet concluded) by the Covid-19 pandemic, climate change is the endgame, 

the ultimate challenge to neoliberalism, to a worldview predicated on market systems and 

competitive logics fostering endless growth. It is hard to imagine a more ultimate confrontation with 

this reigning paradigm even if we were given the ability to design one from scratch. Climate change 

is a monumental challenge for the human race, but increasingly over the coming decades it will also 

come to be a very real and live crisis, disproportionately impacting the lives of the millennial 

generation47.  

What is more, Klein, in her work ‘This Changes Everything’ (2014), argues that the neoliberals know 

this. They understand that climate change and related environmental disasters demand solutions 

that are completely contrary to everything they have lobbied for. She details meticulously meetings 

such as the famed Heartland Institute conference where the wealthy and the ideologically 

committed neoliberals have expressed fears of what will result from tackling climate change. Indeed, 

as Klein (2014, p.72-83) highlights, we found out about the true scale of climate change at precisely 

 
47 In describing climate change as a ‘future crisis’ I do not intend to dismiss the fact that climate change is 
happening now, and its impacts are being felt across the globe, nor does I wish to underplay the urgency of the 
crisis. Describing it as a ‘future’ crisis for young people in the UK is to argue both that in terms of the material 
impact on young people in the UK most of the impacts of climate change are yet to be felt, and that climate 
change will be a defining political crisis for much of the rest of the lives of this generation, far into the future 
when the impacts of the 2008 crash and covid-19 are much diminished.  



202 | P a g e  
 

the worst point in human history, the 1980’s, just as neoliberalism was beginning to get into its 

swing. With its denial of collective action and provision, neoliberalism is utterly unable to combat a 

rapidly warming planet and is the primary cause of our inability to have thus far done so. 

Mann and Wainwright (2018) have written of four possible futures emerging as a result of climate 

change. Their key dichotomies are whether futures are capitalist or anti-capitalist and whether they 

foster a ‘planetary sovereign’, a coherent global order, or not. They see ‘Climate Leviathan’, the 

emergence of a powerful planetary sovereign dedicated to maintaining capitalist social relations and 

forms of property ownership as the form currently having most sway over our responses to climate 

change, although it is being harried by ‘Climate Behemoth’, a force committed to capitalist order but 

one that rejects a planetary sovereign. The authors describe this as a ‘conservative reaction’ to 

Climate Leviathan, and is represented in the likes of Trump’s election in the US and Brexit in the UK. 

Through a slightly different lens this could be the distinction between the phase of neoliberalism 

pre-2008 and the more authoritarian, nationalist one that has emerged since as described by Davies 

above.  

There are similarities to this model in Frase’s (2016) four-way split of potential futures ‘after 

capitalism’ (the work takes as a basic assumption that capitalism is coming to an end soon) that have 

as their dividing lines scarcity/abundance and equality/hierarchy. The extreme results here are what 

Frase terms communism on the one hand, which has built an equal and sustainable future based on 

common ownership of production, and ‘exterminism’, a highly militarised world of strict hierarchy 

defined by climate change-induced scarcity, with militarised police forces and constant war in 

regions like the Middle East. These academic wanderings through humanity’s possible futures are 

perhaps best summed up by the political slogan common in many current left-wing movements: 

‘socialism or barbarism’. Yet Mann and Wainwright (2018) argue throughout their work that there is 

nothing inevitable about climate change. Societal ‘collapse’ is not an unstoppable outcome of the 

current environmental disaster unfolding across the planet, but rather one that will be averted or 

realised as a result of political decisions made in the intervening years. This is not to deny what 

climate science suggests are the likely environmental impacts of an increasingly warming world, but 

to highlight both that there are decisions that can mitigate these outcomes, and that the 

implications of this for human society is, at least to some extent, down to political and economic 

decisions of how we handle ensuing dangers, and distribute loss and risk. 

Young people will be the key actors in this drama over the coming decades. How will this generation, 

already accustomed to crises throughout their youth, respond to the increasing burdens of climate 

catastrophe, and the responses of states and market actors to them? In particular, how have the 
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past and present crises taught and prepared this generation to fight this battle? The disillusionment 

with mainstream politics and lack of external political efficacy will inevitably shape how they 

respond to the climate crisis, although this may change with the movement into the Labour Party 

and the Covid-19 pandemic. Whether this will ultimately be beneficial for political success remains 

to be seen.  

 

7.3.4 Neoliberalism goes digital 

Even as it is threatened by the political and social fallout of crises of its own creation, neoliberalism 

is developing new tools to advance its aims in ever-more invasive ways. At its heart is an attempt to 

mould not only society but the individual too. Their aims, their goals, their identities, their very 

souls. It has been able to do this, in different times and places with varying degrees of success, 

through a careful attention to psychology, to moulding and shaping human behaviour to develop in 

competitive, entrepreneurial ways. Over the past two decades a particular tool has emerged through 

which neoliberalism can do this, a tool which Zuboff (2019), in her book of the same name, calls 

‘surveillance capitalism’. This is the realisation of profit from the extraction of private data from 

individuals. Zuboff heralds this as a fundamentally new form of capitalism, akin to the emergence of 

industrial capitalism in the late 1700’s, so profound and disruptive has it been to our lives.  

Throughout her book, Zuboff tracks the emergence and development of surveillance capitalism, 

starting with the likes of Google and later Facebook using online data from our web searches, 

purchasing histories, even email and message content to develop ever-more sophisticated and 

targeted ads. This has now stretched beyond simple recording of data online to tracking our 

movements and observing our real-world conversations through smart phones and TV’s, fitness 

equipment and toys, amongst many other objects. The move in recent years has even been to begin 

to not just record and predict behaviour, but to shape it too, through subtle nudges, using the very 

ads, apps and devices as part of a growing set of tools to shape human decision making.  

The end game? The digitising of essentially every aspect of society and recording, cataloguing and 

digitising essentially all parts of our lives, to be used for profit extraction by large surveillance 

capitalist corporations. Zuboff sees this as an enormous imbalance in knowledge (a handful ‘own’ all 

this data, and accrue incredible power as a result, whilst the rest often barely even know what 

information is stored on them) and ultimately a severe, indeed the ultimate, curtailment of the 

freedom of citizens. As a potential warning of what is to come (with appropriate caveats mentioned 

regarding the different cultural and historical contexts between the West and China), Zuboff points 
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to the ‘social credit’ system well under way in China, in which a large array of data about a citizen is 

coalesced into a ‘social credit’ score that can determine their ability to purchase luxury items, rent 

cars, appear on dating apps, acquire a loan and so many other activities. In short, using data 

extraction to mould and shape individual’s behaviour in unprecedented ways. Zuboff notes how the 

Chinese government is considering bringing the company that runs the system into public 

ownership, recognising how powerful the organisation with all that information is. The end result, in 

Zuboff’s phrasing is a “society… subordinated to the market dynamic”, brought about by a yearning 

for “totality as a condition of market dominance” (2019, p.399). To mark how serious a threat she 

sees surveillance capitalism, she muses that industrial capitalism relied on exploiting nature, and has 

brought us to the brink of climate catastrophe, whereas surveillance capitalism relies upon 

exploiting human nature. What crisis and dislocation might this produce, if allowed to continue 

unchecked? 

The development of neoliberal policies helped this project grow. A culture of lax governmental 

regulation aided the development of deeply invasive practices of companies like Google,48 but the 

surveillance apparatus itself is the latest tool fused by a range of actors to spread neoliberal ideas. 

Evermore sophisticated tracking of behaviour and desires is leading to the increasing ability to 

‘nudge’ (see Thaler and Sunstein, 2009 for an understanding of the process and term) and mould 

behaviour subtlety towards the options that best bolster the profits of the market actors with the 

ability to pay for the access. Whilst Zuboff’s analysis mentions neoliberalism primarily as a policy 

environment of loose regulation that allowed surveillance capital’s power to grow unheeded, it is 

obvious from the rest of this thesis how such an apparatus would be useful and beneficial to the 

neoliberal project.49 As seen above, whilst neoliberalism might be suffering from a lack of political 

legitimacy, lurching on ‘zombie-like’, it has also developed powerful ways of embedding itself in our 

lives and influencing our actions well under the radar of traditional political discourse. No matter the 

result of current and future crises, the influence of neoliberalism will not be easy to erase. 

 
48 Zuboff (2019) lists a number of other factors, such as  the increasing desire for surveillance of citizens in the 
wake of 9/11 and the ensuing ‘War on Terror’ in many western countries, and the exceptional moves by 
companies such as Google themselves, where they were quite audacious in simply claiming various areas of 
private data as legitimate salvage for themselves to repackage and sell to third parties.  
49 Zuboff (2019) also argues that surveillance capitalism doesn’t care about the thoughts, emotions or ‘souls’ of 
its targets, it is simply enough that they can record, predict and occasionally nudge their behaviour. This is 
obviously at odds with the description of neoliberalism painted in this thesis, in which neoliberalism very much 
cares about the internal subjectivity of its subjects. There are two points here: one, it is questionable whether 
what Zuboff is claiming about surveillance capitalism ‘not caring’ about the souls of its targets is internally 
consistent – if the goal of ‘surveillance capitalists’ is to increasingly not just predict but modify behaviour, then 
they must concern themselves to some degree with internal subjectivities. The second is that the point here 
isn’t that neoliberalism is synonymous with surveillance capitalism, rather that surveillance capitalism provides 
the latest set of tools by which neoliberalism reproduces itself.  
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7.3.5 Overthrow? 

This, then, is the coming struggle – between a ‘lost’ generation, robbed of the opportunities of 

previous generations and living through recurring and escalating crises on the one hand, and, on the 

other, an unprecedentedly successful mode of governance that is developing new ways of expanding 

its reach and control, but is also suffering instability and a lack of legitimacy due to crises primarily of 

its own making. For billions, perhaps even for the entire species, the contours of this struggle will be 

the canvas on which their lives are painted. How a generation comes to engage with this titanic 

struggle will determine the future of the whole planet. 

Neoliberalism’s overthrow will rely on its identification, as a specific set of governance principles 

rooted in a deification of the market and ‘competition’, as opposed to simply viewing its tenets as 

‘common sense’ or the ‘only way’, as depoliticization narratives attempt to construe it. It will also 

rely on undermining its logics wherever these emerge. A wider battle than the strictly political that 

will reach into how we work, how we teach, how we approach personal relationships and self-

cultivation and so many other activities. It will also, of course rely on traditional political and 

economic struggles too, to change the direction and values under which macro-economic decisions 

are made, preferencing collective provision and communal ownership, but approached in fresh ways 

by a generation that has seen, experienced and suffered under the failures of both neoliberalism and 

the political system that has enacted it. It will not be an easy struggle, but it must be fought. 

This thesis began with a dedication to those activists who challenge neoliberalism, and it will now 

end by stating that the future belongs to them – the fate of the human race lies with them. This isn’t 

self-indulgent hyperbole from an academic finishing a large work and wanting to self-aggrandize.  

When we look at the threat of climate change and neoliberalism’s role in it, it is fact. As I finish 

writing this in 2021, the climate crisis is already here. Last year we witnessed enormous bush fires 

engulf swathes of Australia, ending the lives of millions of animals and displacing thousands. I write 

from my study as the world is still engulfed in an unprecedented global pandemic. This generation, 

my generation, has an uncertain and precarious future ahead of it, but with solidarity and struggle, 

we can, and will, overcome.  
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Appendices   

 
 

Appendix A – Ethics form 

 

 

EA2 

 

Ethical Approval Form:  
Human Research Projects 

 

 

 

 
Please word-process this form, handwritten 
applications will not be accepted 
  

 

This form must be completed for each piece of research activity whether conducted by academic staff, research staff, 
graduate students or undergraduates. The completed form must be approved by the designated authority within the 
Faculty. 

Please complete all sections.  If a section is not applicable, write N/A.  

 
1 Name of Applicant 
 

 

 
Bradley John Allsop      
Department: School of Social and 
Political Sciences 
 

Faculty: College of Social Science 
 

      

 
2  Position in the University 
 

PhD student studying youth political engagement (School of Social and Political 
Science) 

 
3 Role in relation to this research 
 

Principal Investigator 

 
4 Brief statement of  
 main Research Question 
 

 

 
Have the practical manifestations of neoliberalism, such as ‘cultural capitalism’ and 

‘hyperconsumerism’, led to a deterioration in traditional political behaviours in young 

people today? 

 

If so, what new forms (if any) are political behaviours taking for young people in the 

UK today? 

 

Are consumer and citizen contradictory identities, or can they co-exist or even 

reinforce one another? 

 

5 Brief Description of Project 

 

 

 

The research focuses on contemporary youth political engagement in the United 

Kingdom. The focus will be on assessing the impacts that the political philosophy of 

neoliberalism has had on political engagement and behaviour. Elements such as 

rising inequality eroding social capital (a key determinant of political action) and 

privatisation and deregulation reducing efficacy in government will be discussed, but 

the bulk of the work will be focused on the trends of ‘cultural capitalism’ and 

‘hyperconsumerism’. 

An initial qualitative project will be conducted, utilising face-to-face interviews and 

thematic analysis to pull out key themes as to what both the political and consumerism 

means to contemporary young people, and assessing the emotions they attach to 

consumerist and political activities as well as what role, if any, such activities play in 

identity formation. The interviews will also aim to tease apart the motivations behind 
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consumerist or political acts, and attempt to determine whether one tends to take the 

place of the other, as some researchers suggest. The aim will be to conduct 15 

interviews before the end of the academic year and analyse these through Nvivo 

software. These findings will then be used to help inform (alongside existing measures 

and theory in the literature) the scales and framings used in the next stage of the 

research project. 

The bulk of the research for the project will involve a quantitative study assessing the 

impact a more consumer-orientated mindset has on political engagement. This will be 

an online, survey-based study, assessing the correlation, if any, between consumer-

orientation, individualism, political efficacy (i.e faith in government and the political 

system and the respondents belief in their own political capabilities) and a variety of 

political behaviours. The exact measures being used for this will not be known until 

after the interview-stage of the research is complete, as this will inform the 

development of the quantitative measures.  This stage of the research will begin early 

in the next academic year, with results analysis involving multiple/logistic regression, 

factor analysis and reliability analysis and beginning in the second term of the next 

academic year. 

15 interviewees will be randomly selected from the survey respondents. The 

interviews will be conducted in a semi-structured manner, asking questions around 

what participants understand by the terms ‘consumerism’ and ‘the political’, asking 

them if they engage in any activities they feel fit these terms, how these actions make 

them feel, why they might choose to engage in them and their sense of efficacy in 

their political and consumer actions and the actions of others and of government. Due 

to it being semi-structured however, there will be plenty of scope for more questions 

to emerge depending on the responses the participants give.  

 

Approximate Start Date:   
 

September 2016 

Approximate End Date:    
 
September 2019      

6 Name of Principal Investigator 
 or Supervisor 
 

 

      
  
Bradley John Allsop 
 
Email address:  
ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk                                    
  

Telephone: 
07794883771 
 

7 Names of other researchers or 
 student investigators involved 
 

Not Applicable      

 
8 Location(s) at which project 
 is to be carried out 
 

The quantitative section will be comprised of an online survey, and so will take place 

online, with recruitment primarily though social media and email correspondences 

(this will be formed of a different set of participants than for the qualitative section of 

the study. 

The qualitative section of the research will take place via face to face and phone 

interviews in a public place convenient for the participant. Participants will be given 

the option of a more private setting should they require it. 

 

     

 . 

mailto:ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk
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9 Statement of the ethical issues  

 involved and how they are to 

 be addressed –including a risk 
 assessment of the project based on 

 the vulnerability of participants, the 

 the extent to which it is likely to be 
 harmful and whether there will be 

 significant discomfort. 

  

 

 (This will normally cover such issues 
 as whether the risks/adverse effects 

 associated with the project have 

 been dealt with and whether the 
 benefits of research outweigh the 

 risks) 

 

 

For the qualitative section of the research: 

Participants for this section of the study will be drawn from ages ranging 

from 18-30, this comprising the standard lowest age band in electoral 

and other forms of demographic data. Participants will be randomly 

selected from the survey respondents. 

This study will hopefully uncover some of the understandings young 

people have of what ‘the political’ is, how they relate to it, and what 

consumerism typically looks like for a young person today and their 

motivations for engaging in it, as well as their sense of efficacy in various 

political and consumer actions and their own capabilities. On an 

individual level it could help interviewees assess their own life choices 

and opinions concerning both political and consumer actions.  

Storage of data- For this section of the study face to face interviews will 

be recorded using a voice recording tool on the researchers phone, 

which requires a password to be accessed. Once the interviews are 

complete, the voice recordings will be transcribed by the researcher onto 

separate word documents and stored on the university servers, and then 

these documents will be uploaded onto Nvivo for thematic analysis. The 

recordings will be transferred onto the servers at the earliest possible 

opportunity and then stored there until the end of the PhD. 

Anonymity/confidentiality- Only the researcher and his supervisors 

shall have access to any identifiable information (e.g name, biographical- 

age, occupation (including course enrolled on if applicable), gender)- any 

information used in subsequent publications and/or presentations shall 

be strictly limited to non-identifiable information (aliases, rather than 

actual names, shall be used in the reporting). 

Informed consent- Before each interview begins participants will be 

emailed a copy of an information sheet and a consent form to sign 

(included in the email sent to the ethics board) to read through one and 

ask any questions in person before the interview starts. They will have 

opportunities (and will be explicitly told this) to ask any questions about 

the study both prior to the interview via email or at the start or end of the 

interview in person.  

Distress- It is unlikely that any of the questions asked in the interviews 

will cause distress- nothing particularly personal or traumatic is likely to 

be covered during the process. However, participants will be given a 

debrief sheet at the end of the interviews (attached in the email sent to 

the ethics board) explaining again the purposes of the research, 

reminding the participant of the email of the researcher should they have 

any questions or wish to withdraw and also making them aware of the 

wellbeing and mental health services available at the university (or other 

relevant services if not a student at the university) should any of the 

questions have caused any sort of emotional distress.  

 

For the quantitative section of the research: 

 

Storage of data- An online survey tool (Limesurvey) will be used for the 

collection of survey data, with the results being downloaded from the tool 
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directly onto an excel spreadsheet at the end of the collection period, 

with this then transferred straight onto SPSS for analysis- data at this 

stage shall then be kept securely on the university server, to be kept 

there until the end of the researchers PhD. Any email correspondence 

shall be done through a password-protected email account that only the 

researcher has access to. The minimum number of responses aimed for 

shall be 200.  

Anonymity/confidentiality- Only the researcher and his supervisors 

shall have access to any identifiable information (e.g biographical- age, 

occupation (including course enrolled on if applicable), gender)- any 

information used in subsequent publications and/or presentations shall 

be strictly limited to non-identifiable information.  

In this quantitative section, not even the researcher will know the name 

of the individuals completing the survey: when completing the 

biographical information at the start of the survey participants will 

generate a unique code (first initial, first letter of street name, number of 

the month born) to enable them to quote this if withdrawing their data 

(they shall be provided with the researcher’s email should they wish to 

withdraw), whilst maintaining anonymity.  

Informed consent- Recruitment will be conducted online, primarily 

through social media and via email. Upon clicking on the link for the 

survey, participants will be presented with a webpage informing them 

about the study and what will be expected of them (a copy of this is also 

attached in the email to the ethics board) and with a number of tick boxes 

at the end. They are informed that by ticking the boxes and proceeding to 

the next page they are giving consent for their data to be analysed and 

published (in an anonymised way). Participants will also be encouraged 

on the information sheet to email the researcher with any questions they 

may have regarding the research or the broader topic area.  

Participants will also have the right to withdraw up until the analysis 

stage (a date shall be given)- on the information sheet mentioned above 

they will be given the School of Social and Political Science’s email and 

told to quote their unique ID (which they will input on the next page) 

along with a wish to withdraw their data- the school will then pass the 

unique code info onto the researcher (but not any identifiable information 

such as the respondents email address) and the research will then 

remove the respondents data from the study. They will be told that there 

is no need for them to give any explanation if they do not wish to. They 

will also be given the researcher’s supervisor’s email on the info page, 

should they wish to make any complaints about the researcher or the 

research process. 

Distress- It is unlikely that any of the questions asked in the survey will 

cause distress- nothing particularly personal or traumatic is likely to be 

covered during the process. However, participants will be presented with 

a debrief sheet at the end of the survey (attached in the email sent to the 

ethics board) explaining again the purposes of the research, reminding 

the participant of the email of the researcher should they have any 

questions or wish to withdraw and also making them aware of the 

wellbeing and mental health services available at the university (or other 

relevant services if not a student at the university) should any of the 

questions have caused any sort of emotional distress. 
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Ethical Approval From Other Bodies 
 

 
10  Does this research require the 
 approval of an external body ? 
 

 
Yes  ☐   No x 
 

 
If “Yes”, please state which body:  
 
n/a 
 

 
11  Has ethical approval already been 
 obtained from that body ?  

 
       Yes  ☐  Please append documentary evidence to this 

form. 
 
 No ☐   
 
If “No”, please state why not:- 
 

 
Please note that any such approvals must be obtained and 
documented before the project begins. 

 
APPLICANT SIGNATURE 
 
I hereby request ethical approval for the research as described above.  
I certify that I have read the University’s ETHICAL PRINCIPLES FOR CONDUCTING RESEARCH 
WITH HUMANS AND OTHER ANIMALS. 
 

                   

    
Applicant Signature Bradley John Allsop     Date: 22/03/2017 
 

 

    
PRINT NAME: Bradley John Allsop 
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Appendix B – Full survey, including information sheet, consent form and debrief 

 

Political engagement and individual/collective values November 29 

 
 

Start of Block: Information and consent 

 

Q16  

   

Thank you for your interest in this study and for taking the time to read through this 

information. 

 

My name is Bradley Allsop and I am currently studying for a PhD in Social Sciences at the 

University of Lincoln, looking specifically at youth political engagement. As part of my 

research I am doing some research into people’s thoughts on individualism, political 

engagement and their own experiences of politics. 

 

All that will be required of you in this study, should you wish to proceed further, is for you to 

complete a questionnaire that asks about your own opinion on a variety of issues, as well as 

what sorts of political activities you have engaged in.  

 

The questionnaire should take no longer than 15 minutes of your time. Please tick the boxes 

below confirming you give your consent to taking part in the study, and then continue onto 

the next page.  

 

Your data shall be kept in the strictest confidence, with only the researcher and his 

supervisors having access to the raw data. Any subsequent presentations or publications 

arising from this study will only use non-identifiable information, and you can have access to 

any public results, just email the researcher for information. 

 

If you have any questions prior to or after completing the form you are more than welcome to 

ask (there may be some questions that the researcher cannot answer until after the 

questionnaire is complete, in order to avoid biasing the answers you give), and you are free 

to withdraw your data at any time up until February 18th, 2019 (at which point analysis will 

have begun) with no questions asked by the researcher: just email ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk 

requesting your data be removed and quoting your unique code to do so (generating this 

code will be explained below). You are also free to not answer any of the questions you do 

not wish to.  

 

PLEASE NOTE: THIS SURVEY IS ONLY LOOKING FOR DATA FROM 18-30 YEAR OLD 

UK CITIZENS - PLEASE DO NOT FILL THIS IN IF YOU DO NOT FALL INTO THIS 
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CATEGORY. Please also do not fill in this survey if you took part in the pilot study (if unsure 

email the researcher). 

 

This research project has been approved by the School of Social and Political Sciences 

Ethics Committee at the University of Lincoln. If you have any queries about the ethics of this 

project, please contact the researcher's supervisor bkisby@lincoln.ac.uk or the Chair of the 

School of Social and Political Sciences Ethics Committee: 

 

Peter Somerville   

School of Social and Political Sciences   

University of Lincoln  Bridge House  Brayford Pool  Lincoln  LN6 7TS  

psomerville@lincoln.ac.uk 01522 88 6267      

 

If you wish to continue at this stage please tick the boxes below and continue onto the next 

page - doing so confirms you are happy to take part in the study and to have your responses 

recorded, analysed and (anonymously) reported by the researcher. 

 

 

 

Q17 Consent: 

 I agree (1) I do not agree (2) 

I agree that I have had the 
opportunity to ask any 

questions I wish (1)  o  o  
I am aware that I may withdraw 
from the study at any time prior 
to 4th February 2019, without 
giving a reason and with no 
adverse consequences (2)  

o  o  

I have been given contact 
information for the researcher. 

(3)  o  o  
I understand the information I 
provide will be analysed and 

reported, but that no identifiable 
information shall be used. (4)  

o  o  
 

 

 

 

Q23 You are also asked for a ‘unique code’- your first name initial, the first letter of the street 

you live on, and the number month you were born in (Jan= 1 etc). This is so the researcher 

can identify your answers and remove them if you wish, whilst still maintaining your 

anonymity. Please enter this below (and make a note of it yourself too!) 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

mailto:psomerville@lincoln.ac.uk
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Q18 This study also requires some participants to attend a follow-up interview. You are 

under no obligation to attend such an interview - participation is entirely voluntary. 

 

 

If, however, you would be willing to be interviewed, interviews will last no longer than an 

hour, and arrangements can be made to make sure such an interview would be of the least 

possible inconvenience to you in terms of location and timing. The questions would be of a 

similar nature to the ones on this questionnaire, exploring your answers in more depth. If you 

do end up attending the interview, this would of course mean your responses to this 

questionnaire are no longer anonymous to the researcher (but will be kept anonymous in all 

reporting of findings). If you are happy to be contacted for a follow-up interview, please leave 

either an email address or phone number below - a number of participants will be chosen at 

random from those that leave such information. 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q1 How old are you? (please enter in numeric form) THIS SURVEY IS ONLY LOOKING 

FOR DATA FROM 18-30 YEAR OLDS - PLEASE DO NOT FILL THIS IN IF YOU DO NOT 

FALL INTO THIS AGE RANGE. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

Q3 Do you identify as? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary  (3)  

o I prefer to identify as:  (4) 
________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q5 What is your highest educational qualification? 

o GCSE's  (1)  

o AS levels  (2)  

o A-levels  (3)  

o Undergraduate degree  (4)  

o Masters degree  (5)  

o PhD  (6)  

o Other  (7) ________________________________________________ 

o None  (8)  
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Q19 What is your occupation? (select multiple if appropriate) 

▢ Student  (1)  

▢ Unemployed  (2)  

▢ Office work  (3)  

▢ Manual labour  (4)  

▢ Teacher/academia  (5)  

▢ Medical profession  (6)  

▢ NGO/charity work  (7)  

▢ Public Sector  (8)  

▢ Business owner  (9)  

▢ Service sector  (10)  

▢ Other  (11)  
 

 

 

Q22 What class do you consider yourself as belonging to? 

o Working class  (1)  

o Middle class  (2)  

o Upper class  (3)  

o Don't know  (4)  

o Don't consider myself as belonging to a class  (5)  
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Q31 Which part of the UK are you from? (only UK citizens are eligible to fill in this survey) 

o England  (4)  

o Wales  (5)  

o Scotland  (6)  

o Northern Ireland  (7)  

o Other part of the UK (please state)  (8) 
________________________________________________ 

 

End of Block: Information and consent 
 

Start of Block: Political engagement 

 

Q8 Which of the following elections/referendums did you vote in? 

   

 Voted (1) 
Was eligible but didn't 

vote (2) 
Was not old enough to 

vote (3) 

European parliament 
elections 2009 (1)  o  o  o  

General election 2010 
(2)  o  o  o  

European parliament 
elections 2014 (3)  o  o  o  

General election 2015 
(4)  o  o  o  

Brexit referendum 
2016 (5)  o  o  o  

General election 2017 
(6)  o  o  o  
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Q9 How many times have you voted in local (city, county or mayoral) elections? 

o Once or twice  (1)  

o Three or four times  (2)  

o Five or more times  (3)  

o Have been eligible to vote but I have not voted in any yet  (4)  

o Have not been eligible to vote yet  (5)  

o Don't know  (6)  
 

 

 

Q34 How many times have you voted in regional Assembly elections? (such as Holyrood, 

Stormont or the Senedd - English respondents skip this question) 

o Once or twice  (1)  

o Three or four times  (2)  

o Five or more times  (3)  

o Have been eligible to vote but have not voted in any yet  (4)  

o Have not been eligible to vote yet  (5)  

o Don't know  (6)  
 

 

 

Q7 Are you a member of a political party? (please indicate which, if any) 

o Yes  (1) ________________________________________________ 

o No  (2)  

o Prefer not to say  (3)  
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Q6 How many political organisations (other than political parties) are you currently a member 

of? (For example, Green Peace, trade unions, Momentum, campaign groups, political 

societies etc). Please give a numerical value 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

Q10 In the past 12 months, have you voted in any trade union/Students' Union/renters' 

unions elections?  

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o There have not been any elections whilst I have been a member  (3)  

o I am not a member of a union  (4)  
 

 

 

Q11 In the past 12 months, have you stood for an elected position within (please tick which 

are applicable): 

▢ Your trade union/Students' Union/ renters' union  (1)  

▢ Political party  (2)  

▢ Other political organisation  (3)  

▢ None of the above  (4)  
 

 

 

Q32 In the past 12 months, have you stood for elected office? (councillor, MP etc) 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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Q1 Please indicate the number of times (in the last 12 months) you have: 

   

 
Not at all in the 
last 12 months 

(1) 

Once or twice 
(2) 

Three or four 
times (3) 

Five or more 
times (4) 
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Attended a physical 
demonstration or 

march (1)  o  o  o  o  
Helped to organise 

a protest or 
demonstration (2)  o  o  o  o  

Attended a political 
party meeting (3)  o  o  o  o  
Signed a petition 

(online or in person) 
(4)  o  o  o  o  

Wrote a blog 
post/letter to a 

newspaper on a 
political issue (5)  

o  o  o  o  
Contacted your 

local councillor or 
MP about a political 

issue (6)  
o  o  o  o  

Attended a trade 
union or Students' 
Union meeting (7)  o  o  o  o  

Donated money to a 
political party/ 

political 
organisation/political 

cause (8)  

o  o  o  o  

Canvassed or 
leafleted for a 

political 
party/political 
organisation/ 

political cause (9)  

o  o  o  o  

Volunteered or 
worked for a 

political 
party/political cause/ 
political organisation 

in any other way 
(10)  

o  o  o  o  

Left a review of or 
spread by word of 
mouth, political, 

ethical or 
environmental views 

about a product, 
company, brand or 

service (11)  

o  o  o  o  
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Protested against, 
for political, ethical 
or environmental 

reasons, a product, 
company, brand or 

service (12)  

o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

 

Q25 How many products, companies, brands and/or services in the past year have you 

BOYcotted (refused to buy from/support for political and/or ethical reasons)? (If you boycott 

a particular product but not the whole company, that is one product - if you boycott ALL 

products/services from a company, there is no need to count every individual product, simply 

count the company as '1') NOTE: This excludes vegetarian/veganism - there is a separate 

question for this. 

o None  (4)  

o One or two  (5)  

o Three or four  (6)  

o Five or more  (7)  
 

 

 

Q26 How many products, companies, brands and/or services in the past year have you 

BUYcotted? (this refers to DELIBERATELY CHOOSING TO buy something for political 

and/or ethical reasons, as opposed to BOYcotting which refers to NOT purchasing 

something). NOTE: This excludes vegetarian/veganism - there is a separate question for 

this. 

o None  (4)  

o One or two  (5)  

o Three or four  (6)  

o Five or more  (7)  
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Q30 Are you vegetarian or vegan for what you would consider to be political reasons? 

o I reduce my meat intake for political reasons  (2)  

o I am vegetarian for political reasons  (3)  

o I am vegan for political reasons  (4)  

o I am none of the above  (5)  
 

 

 

Q12 How frequently do you share/read political articles/memes/videos on social media? 

o Never  (1)  

o Rarely  (2)  

o Once or twice a month  (3)  

o Once or twice a week  (4)  

o Daily  (5)  

o Several times a day  (6)  
 

 

 

Q20 How often do you create memes/videos/other forms of digital or print content (excluding 

articles - this is covered in another question) with a political message? 

o Never  (1)  

o Occasionally  (2)  

o Frequently  (3)  

o All the time  (4)  
 

 

 

Q14 Have you engaged in any other behaviours in the last 12 months you believe count as 

political engagement? If so, please list ALL you can think of below, with a brief explanation of 

why you think they count as 'political' and a numerical indication of how often you engage in 

such activities (please discuss each activity in separate blocks of text where possible). 



256 | P a g e  
 

 

If you have not engaged in any other political behaviours, please enter 'none' in this box. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

Q29 Is there anything you would like to clarify in regard to your answers in this section? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Page Break  

Q15 Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements: 
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Definitely 
disagree 

(1) 
  (3)   (11)   (12) 

Neither 
agree 

nor 
disagree 

(13) 

  (14)   (15)   (16) 
Definitely 

agree 
(17) 

When a 
group I am 

part of makes 
a decision I 
try to stick to 

it (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Family/friends 
should stick 
together no 
matter what 

(2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Family and 
friends 

should stay 
together as 

much as 
possible (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

It is my duty 
to take care 
of family and 
friends, even 
when I have 
to sacrifice 
what I want 

(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Winning is 
everything (5)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
It is important 
to me that I 
do things 

better than 
others can do 

them (6)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

When 
another 

person does 
better than I 

do I get tense 
(7)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competition 
is the law of 
nature (8)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

The wellbeing 
of others is 
important to 

me (9)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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If a friend or 
coworker gets 
a prize, I feel 
proud (10)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
To me, 

pleasure is 
spending 
time with 

others (11)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I feel good 
when I 

cooperate 
with others 

(12)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I often 'do my 
own thing' 

(13)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I'd rather 

depend on 
myself than 
on others 

(14)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I rely on 
myself most 
of the time; I 
rarely rely on 
others (15)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

My personal 
identity 

independent 
from others is 

very 
important to 

me (16)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

 

Q28 Is there anything you would like to clarify in regard to your answers in this section? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q13 Please select whether you strongly disagree, disagree, agree, or strongly agree with the 

following statements: 

   

 
Strongly 

disagree (1) 
Somewhat 

disagree (2) 
Somewhat agree 

(3) 
Strongly Agree 

(4) 



260 | P a g e  
 

I consider myself 
to be well 

qualified to 
participate in 

politics (1)  

o  o  o  o  

I feel like I have a 
pretty good 

understanding of 
the political issues 
facing our country 

(2)  

o  o  o  o  

I feel I could do as 
good a job in 

political office as 
most other people 

(3)  

o  o  o  o  

I think I am better 
informed about 

politics and 
government than 
most other people 

(4)  

o  o  o  o  

There is often a 
big difference 

between what a 
party promises it 
will do and what it 

actually does 
when it wins an 

election (5)  

o  o  o  o  

Some politicians 
have done good 

for this country (6)  o  o  o  o  
Political parties 

are more 
interested in 

winning elections 
than in governing 

afterwards (7)  

o  o  o  o  

Parties are only 
interested in 

people's votes, 
not in their 
opinions (8)  

o  o  o  o  

The political 
system in this 

country is open to 
change (9)  

o  o  o  o  
It is easy to get 
involved in the 

political process 
in this country 

(10)  

o  o  o  o  
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Not all politicians 
are the same (11)  o  o  o  o  

In elections, 
political parties 
don’t tell people 
about the really 

important 
problems facing 
the country (12)  

o  o  o  o  

There is a 
meaningful 
difference 

between the 
political parties 

(13)  

o  o  o  o  

Political parties do 
more to divide the 
country than unite 

it (14)  
o  o  o  o  

The corporate 
world seems so 

complicated that, 
often, a person 

like me can't 
really understand 
what's going on. 

(15)  

o  o  o  o  

Large companies 
can ultimately 
take whatever 
decisions they 
want without 
having to pay 

heed to 
consumers (16)  

o  o  o  o  

The way people 
buy can help to 
change the way 

companies 
behave. (17)  

o  o  o  o  

As a consumer I 
can influence the 
way companies 
perform so they 
behave more 

responsibly. (18)  

o  o  o  o  

Large companies 
will be in serious 
trouble if they do 

not listen to 
consumers (19)  

o  o  o  o  
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Politicians do not 
care what people 
like me think (20)  o  o  o  o  
People like me do 
not have any say 

in what the 
government does 

(21)  

o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

 

Q21 Would you say that people like yourself have more influence over decisions made by 

government about policies, or more say over decisions made by large companies about 

products and services? 

o I have more influence over decisions made by government  (1)  

o I have more influence over decisions made by large companies  (2)  

o I have no significant influence over either  (3)  
 

 

 

Q27 Is there anything you would like to clarify in regard to your answers in this section? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C – Survey ‘ask’ text 

 

Pilot ask text – sent via Facebook 

 

“Hi - Hope you’re well. As you’ll probably know, I’m researching youth political engagement for my 

PhD and I need some people to pilot a survey I’ve put together as part of that research. Anyone 

taking part in the pilot will be asked to complete the survey (which takes roughly 15 minutes) and 

also give their thoughts as to what it was like answering the survey using an online form with a few 

questions about the survey. In particular, I’m looking to see if the survey feels an acceptable length, if 

the questions are clearly worded, whether it is difficult to answer any of the questions, and any other 

comments around usability or your experience in the study in general.  

If you’d be willing to help me with this I’d be really grateful – simply reply ‘yes’ if you are and I can 

then send you a link both for the survey itself and then a short google docs form for you to feedback 

your thoughts on. If you don’t have time or don’t want to for any reason, that’s absolutely fine too! 

Thanks for your time - Bradley” 

 

“Great - thanks so much! Here's the link you need for the survey : 

https://unioflincoln.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3yo58dURnAC8kHr 

and here's the link for your feedback on it (so obviously only click on this once you've filled out the 

survey - if you could fill this out fairly quickly after the survey too that'd be great, so it's fresh in your 

mind): https://goo.gl/forms/rxoogwEz96ilR4kg1 

Please read the instructions carefully before clicking on the consent buttons - there'll explain the 

purpose of the study and important information about how your data will be used, how to withdraw 

should you wish to etc. 

PLEASE NOTE: As you are in the pilot study, the data you put into the survey will NOT be published in 

the final analysis, but anything you say in the form reflecting on filling out the survey might be. This is 

because the purpose of the pilot study is to test and refine the survey to improve it ready for the 

main study. This all means there are just a select number of people this link is going out to - so please 

don't share these links anywhere. 

Any questions just ask! ” 

 

Main survey asks text – sent via Facebook messenger, Facebook groups and email to various (see 

Chapter 5 for more details) 

 

“Hi folks - I've got a survey running as part of my PhD looking at youth political engagement (open to 

18-30 year old UK citizens). I'm hoping to 'snowball' the survey and need your help - if you fall within 

the criteria (above) and could fill this out, also passing it onto other friends and posting in other 

groups, also encouraging them to pass it on etc, it will hopefully spread far and wide!  
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If any of you could fill this out for me and pass it on to a few friends I'd be massively grateful - you'll 

be helping me out with my studies and hopefully helping improve our understanding of political 

engagement! 

 

https://unioflincoln.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9X2nkn55AXr1XgN “ 

 

“To whom it may concern, 

 

I’m a PhD student studying youth political engagement at the University of Lincoln. As part of my 

research I have a survey out that is looking to gain a picture of 18-30 year old’s political engagement 

in the UK, as well as a couple of other factors.  

 

In order to get a larger number of responses, I have chosen a number of towns/cities at random, to 

contact trade unions to ask if they would send my survey out to their members. 

 

I'd be enormously grateful if you could email out a link (below) to students in your department 

asking them to fill the survey in, and encouraging them to 'snowball' it out to other friends/family 

too. The survey is only open to 18-30 year old UK citizens. I would also be really useful if you could 

let me know you've done this, so I know where the survey has gone out and where it hasn't. 

https://unioflincoln.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9X2nkn55AXr1XgN  

I am, of course, more than happy to answer any questions you may have – there is a more detailed 

description and a consent form presented once you have clicked on the link also. 

Many thanks for your time, 

 

Bradley Allsop 

PhD student, University of Lincoln” 

 

“To whom it may concern, 

 

My name is Bradley Allsop, I'm a PhD student at the University of Lincoln and I am researching youth 

political engagement in the UK.  Firstly - I can promise you this isn't spam or a virus - you can check 

my credentials on the University of Lincoln website where I'm listed as a PhD student. 

Specifically, I am using an online survey to gain a picture on young people's political engagement and 

a couple of other factors. I have randomly selected 20 universities, and within each of them 5 

departments to ask to distribute the survey - if you're reading this then your department is one of 

them. I have taken this approach to try to gain a wider sample of young people in the UK. 
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I'd be enormously grateful if you could email out a link (below) to students in your department 

asking them to fill the survey in, and encouraging them to 'snowball' it out to other friends/family 

too. The survey is only open to 18-30 year old UK citizens. I would also be really useful if you could 

let me know you've done this, so I know where the survey has gone out and where it hasn't. 

 

https://unioflincoln.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9X2nkn55AXr1XgN 

 

I'm more than happy to answer any questions you may have, and there is a further bit of explanation 

as well as a consent form/debrief contained in the link. Furthermore - if this is not the appropriate 

contact for this request but you have an idea of who might be in your department, I'd be grateful if 

you could let me know or forward this on to them. 

 

Many thanks for your time, 

 

Bradley Allsop, 

PhD Student, University of Lincoln” 

 

 

“To whom it may concern, 

 

I’m a PhD student studying youth political engagement at the University of Lincoln. As part of my 

research I have a survey out that is looking to gain a picture of 18-30 year old’s political engagement 

in the UK, as well as a couple of other factors.  

I'd be enormously grateful if you could promote this survey on social media at all asking your 

followers to fill the survey in, and encouraging them to 'snowball' it out to other friends/family too. 

The survey is only open to 18-30 year old UK citizens. I would also be really useful if you could let me 

know you've done this, so I know where the survey has gone out and where it hasn't. 

https://unioflincoln.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9X2nkn55AXr1XgN   

I am, of course, more than happy to answer any questions you may have – there is a more detailed 

description and a consent form presented once you have clicked on the link also. 

Many thanks for your time, 

 

Bradley Allsop 

PhD student, University of Lincoln” 
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Appendix D – Cronbach’s Alpha scores for all survey variables 

 

Table D1 

Cronbach's Alpha score for total engagement scale 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Based on 

Standardized Items N of Items 

.855 .906 24 

 

 
Table D2 

Cronbach's Alpha for Individualism/Collectivism 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Based on 

Standardized Items 

 

N of Items 

.697 .704 
 

16 

 

Table D3 

Cronbach's Alpha for Internal Political Efficacy Scale 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Based on 

Standardized Items N of Items 

.846 .849 4 

 

Table D4  

Cronbach's alpha for external political efficacy scale 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Based on 

Standardized Items N of Items 

.823 .826 12 
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Table D5  

 Cronbach’s Alpha for Corporate efficacy scale 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Based on 

Standardized Items N of Items 

.668 .657 5 
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Table D6 

Cronbach's Alpha if item deleted for CORPE 

  
Scale Mean if Item 

Deleted 
Scale Variance if 

Item Deleted 

Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

 The 
corporate 
world seems 
so 
complicated 
that, often, a 
person like 
me can't 
really 
understand 
what's going 
on. 

10.13 7.402 .743 

Large 
companies 
can ultimately 
take whatever 
decisions 
they want 
without 
having to pay 
heed to 
consumers 

10.25 5.602 .592 

 The way 
people buy 
can help to 
change the 
way 
companies 
behave. 

9.46 5.893 .599 

 As a 
consumer I 
can influence 
the way 
companies 
perform so 
they behave 
more 
responsibly. 

10.00 5.234 .548 

 Large 
companies 
will be in 
serious 
trouble if they 
do not listen 
to consumers 

9.87 5.117 .550 
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Appendix E – Factor Analysis results for all scales 

 
 
 
Factor analysis for individualism and collectivism items – additional tables 

 

Table E1 

KMO and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity for individualism/collectivism factor analysis 

KMO and Bartlett's Test     

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy.  0.74 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 
Approx. Chi-
Square 954.19 

 df 120.00 

  Sig. 0.00 

 

 

Figure E1 - Scree plot of eigenvalues for individualism/collectivism factor analysis 
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Table E2 

Eigenvalues and cumulative percentage of variance explained for individualism/collectivism factor analysis 

 

  

Total Variance 
Explained         

Component 
Initial 
Eigenvalues     

Rotation Sums of Squared 
Loadingsa 

 Total 
% of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% Total 

1 3.14 19.62 19.62 2.71 

2 2.66 16.60 36.22 2.08 

3 1.75 10.92 47.14 2.38 

4 1.13 7.06 54.19 2.24 

5 0.93 5.84 60.03  
6 0.83 5.20 65.23  
7 0.80 4.98 70.22  
8 0.72 4.51 74.72  
9 0.66 4.10 78.82  

10 0.66 4.09 82.92  
11 0.62 3.86 86.77  
12 0.51 3.18 89.96  
13 0.49 3.04 92.99  
14 0.39 2.45 95.44  
15 0.38 2.40 97.84  
16 0.35 2.16 100.00   
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Table E3 

Pattern matrix for individualism/collectivism factor analysis 

 

 

 

 

Factor analysis for political engagement items – additional tables  

 

Table E4  

KMO and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity for political engagement factor analysis 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy.   0.88 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 
Approx. Chi-
Square 3109.31 

 df 325 

  Sig. 0 

 

 

Pattern Matrix         

  Component 

 1 2 3 4 

The wellbeing of others is important to me 0.82 -0.05 -0.09 0.13 

P I feel good when I cooperate with others 0.71 -0.02 0.04 0.00 

If a friend or coworker gets a prize, I feel proud 0.53 -0.43 -0.18 -0.17 

To me, pleasure is spending time with others 0.53 0.17 0.33 -0.19 

When a group I am part of makes a decision I try to stick to it 0.47 0.03 -0.16 -0.11 
It is my duty to take care of family and friends, even when I have to sacrifice 
what I want 0.47 0.08 0.09 -0.45 

When another person does better than I do I get tense 0.06 0.84 0.12 0.16 

It is important to me that I do things better than others can do them 0.09 0.68 -0.22 0.00 

Competition is the law of nature -0.13 0.45 -0.20 -0.34 

Winning is everything -0.33 0.45 -0.10 -0.39 

I'd rather depend on myself than on others 0.03 0.13 -0.76 0.11 

I rely on myself most of the time; I rarely rely on others -0.08 0.00 -0.76 0.02 

I often 'do my own thing' 0.00 -0.13 -0.71 -0.12 

My personal identity independent from others is very important to me 0.27 0.20 -0.52 0.01 

Family/friends should stick together no matter what 0.00 -0.12 0.09 -0.88 

Family and friends should stay together as much as possible 0.16 -0.04 -0.05 -0.72 
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Figure E2 - Scree plot of eigenvalues for political engagement factor analysis 
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Table E5  

Eigenvalues and cumulative percentage of variance explained for political engagement factor analysis 

Total Variance 
Explained             

Component 
Initial 
Eigenvalues     

Rotation Sums of Squared 
Loadingsa 

 Total 
% of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% Total   

1 7.836 30.137 30.137 5.779   

2 2.472 9.506 39.644 3.094   

3 1.889 7.265 46.909 3.409   

4 1.544 5.938 52.847 1.759   

5 1.228 4.722 57.569 2.538   

6 1.102 4.239 61.808 4.843   

7 0.936 3.6 65.408    

8 0.825 3.172 68.58    

9 0.804 3.091 71.672    

10 0.75 2.883 74.555    

11 0.703 2.705 77.259    

12 0.694 2.668 79.927    

13 0.619 2.38 82.308    

14 0.55 2.116 84.424    

15 0.531 2.043 86.467    

16 0.477 1.834 88.301    

17 0.443 1.704 90.006    

18 0.42 1.614 91.62    

19 0.385 1.48 93.1    

20 0.355 1.364 94.464    

21 0.324 1.247 95.711    

22 0.307 1.179 96.89    

23 0.279 1.074 97.964    

24 0.231 0.889 98.854    

25 0.18 0.69 99.544    

26 0.119 0.456 100       

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.     
a When components are correlated, sums of squared loadings cannot be added to obtain a total 
variance. 

 

  



274 | P a g e  
 

 

Table E6  

Pattern matrix for political engagement factor analysis 

Pattern Matrix             
  Component 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 
How many times have you voted in local (city, county or mayoral) 
elections?    0.84   
Are you a member of a political party? (please indicate which, if any) 
- Selected Choice 0.64    

-
0.44 0.25 

How many political organisations (other than political parties) are 
you currently a member of? 0.24  

-
0.30  

-
0.28 

-
0.28 

In the past 12 months, have you stood for an elected position within 
Your trade union/Students' Union/ renters' union   

-
0.79    

In the past 12 months, have you stood for an elected position within  
Political party 0.86      
In the past 12 months, have you stood for an elected position within 
Other political organisation     0.20 

-
0.47 

In the past 12 months, have you stood for elected office? (councillor, 
MP etc) 0.81    0.35  
Left a review of or spread by word of mouth, political, ethical or 
environmental views about a product, company, brand or service  0.52   

-
0.29  

Protested against, for political, ethical or environmental reasons, a 
product, company, brand or service  0.45    

-
0.61 

How many products, companies, brands and/or services in the past 
year have you BOYcotted  0.83     
How many products, companies, brands and/or services in the past 
year have you BUYcotted?   0.85     
How frequently do you share/read political articles/memes/videos 
on social media?     

-
0.76  

How often do you create memes/videos/other forms of digital or 
print content      

-
0.25 

-
0.52 

veggieveganbinaryrecode  0.50     
fracvoteforscale    0.84   

Attended a physical demonstration or march 0.21     

-
0.64 

Helped to organise a protest or demonstration   

-
0.35   

-
0.63 

Attended a political party meeting 0.77      

Signed a petition (online or in person)  0.32 
-

0.20  

-
0.44  

Wrote a blog post/letter to a newspaper on a political issue      

-
0.71 

Contacted your local councillor or MP about a political issue 0.44     

-
0.22 

Attended a trade union or Students' Union meeting   

-
0.80    

Donated money to a political party/ political organisation/political 
cause 0.52    

-
0.29  
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Canvassed or leafleted for a political party/political organisation/ 
political cause 0.83      
Volunteered or worked for a political party/political cause/ political 
organisation in any other way 0.65     

-
0.28 

In the past 12 months, have you voted in any trade union/Students' 
Union/renters' unions elections?     

-
0.75       

 

 

  



276 | P a g e  
 

 

Factor analysis for political efficacy items – additional tables  

 

Table E7 

KMO and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity for political efficacy factor analysis 

KMO and Bartlett's Test     

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy.  0.83 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 
Approx. Chi-
Square 1376.097 

 df 120 

  Sig. 0 

 

 

 

  
Figure E3 - Scree plot of eigenvalues for political efficacy factor analysis 
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Table E8 

Eigenvalues and cumulative percentage of variance explained for political efficacy factor analysis 

 

 

Total Variance 
Explained             

Component 
Initial 
Eigenvalues     

Rotation Sums of Squared 
Loadingsa 

 Total 
% of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% Total   

1 4.36 27.23 27.23 3.63   
2 2.77 17.33 44.55 2.92   
3 1.41 8.79 53.34 3.19   
4 0.99 6.20 59.54    
5 0.87 5.44 64.98    
6 0.82 5.15 70.13    
7 0.72 4.53 74.66    
8 0.63 3.95 78.61    
9 0.60 3.75 82.36    

10 0.52 3.27 85.63    
11 0.51 3.19 88.82    
12 0.43 2.71 91.53    
13 0.40 2.52 94.05    
14 0.38 2.36 96.41    
15 0.30 1.90 98.32    
16 0.27 1.69 100.00       
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Table E9 

Pattern matrix for political efficacy factor analysis 

 
  

 
Pattern Matrix       

  Component 

 1 2 3 

 I consider myself to be well qualified to participate in politics  0.85  
 I feel like I have a pretty good understanding of the political issues facing 
our country  0.82  

 I feel I could do as good a job in political office as most other people  0.74  
I think I am better informed about politics and government than most 
other people  0.85  
Big difference between what a party promises it will do and what it 
actually does when it wins an election 0.74   

 Some politicians have done good for this country   0.74 
Political parties are more interested in winning elections than in 
governing afterwards 0.71   

 Parties are only interested in people's votes, not in their opinions 0.63   

 The political system in this country is open to change   0.42 

It is easy to get involved in the political process in this country 0.23  0.38 

 Not all politicians are the same   0.83 
In elections, political parties don’t tell people about the really important 
problems facing the country 0.82   

There is a meaningful difference between the political parties   0.63 

Political parties do more to divide the country than unite it 0.64   

Politicians do not care what people like me think 0.62  0.23 

People like me do not have any say in what the government does     0.58 
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Appendix F – Additional correlations 

 

Table F1 

Corporate efficacy correlations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table F2 

Correlations for efficacy and IND/COLL 

    VerticalCOL VerticalIND HorizontalCOL HorizontalIND 

IPEtotal 
Pearson 
Correlation -0.049 -0.034 0.091 0.004 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.43 0.586 0.143 0.949 

 N 261 262 262 261 

EPEtotal 
Pearson 
Correlation -0.073 -0.001 -0.015 -.145* 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.238 0.989 0.803 0.019 

 N 261 262 262 261 

corpenew 
Pearson 
Correlation 0.084 .167** 0.004 0.068 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.174 0.007 0.953 0.275 

  N 263 264 264 263 

  

  CORPENEW 

Totalengagement Pearson Correlation 
-.235** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 261 

IPEtotal Pearson Correlation 
-.213** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 267 

EPEtotal Pearson Correlation 
.284** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 267 

INDtotal Pearson Correlation 
.152* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .014 

N 263 

COLtotal Pearson Correlation .053 

Sig. (2-tailed) .391 

N 263 
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Table F3 

Correlations for different types of political engagement 

 

  

    formal Voting Union Online Pol_consume 

formalnew 
Pearson 
Correlation 1 .208** .397** .554** .323** 

 Sig. (2-tailed)  0 0 0 0 

 N 277 277 277 277 266 

Voting 
Pearson 
Correlation .214** 1 .227** .270** 0.105 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0  0 0 0.087 

 N 277 277 277 277 266 

Union 
Pearson 
Correlation .397** .232** 1 .383** .241** 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0 0  0 0 

 N 277 277 277 277 266 

Online 
Pearson 
Correlation .554** .266** .383** 1 .420** 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0 0 0  0 

 N 277 277 277 277 266 

Pol_consume 
Pearson 
Correlation .323** 0.112 .241** .420** 1 

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0 0.069 0 0  
  N 266 266 266 266 266 
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Appendix G – Information sheet and consent form for interview participants 

 

Thank you for your interest in this study and for taking the time to read through this 
information, and for also having taken part in the first survey stage of the research. 
 
To recap, my name is Bradley Allsop and I am currently studying for a PhD in Social 
Sciences at the University of Lincoln, looking specifically at youth political engagement. 
As part of my research I am doing some research into people’s thoughts on 
individualism, political engagement and their own experiences of politics. 
 
All that will be required of you in this study, should you wish to proceed further, is for you 
to take part in a face to face or over the phone/skype interview with the researcher. The 
purpose of this interview stage is to ask a number of follow-up questions following on 
from the survey, and to present some of your results to you and ask your opinion on 
them – for instance, how does your score on the survey’s measure of political 
engagement match with your own perceptions of your political engagement? The 
interview will last approximately half an hour (it will be ‘open-ended’ so how long exactly 
it lasts depends on the answers you give) and will involve discussing topics such as your 
political engagement and opinions, your views on consumerism and thoughts on the 
survey you completed. 
 
 
The interviews will be recorded and transcribed by the researcher. Your data shall be 
kept in the strictest confidence, with only the researcher and his supervisors having 
access to the raw data. Any subsequent presentations or publications arising from this 
study will only use non-identifiable information, and you can have access to any public 
results, just email the researcher for information. 
 
If you have any questions prior to or after the interview you are more than welcome to 
ask, and you are free to withdraw your data at any time up until two weeks after the 
interview date (at which point analysis will have begun) with no questions asked by the 
researcher: just email ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk requesting your data be removed. You are 
also free to not answer any of the questions you do not wish to during the interview. 
 
This research project has been approved by the School of Social and Political Sciences 
Ethics Committee at the University of Lincoln. If you have any queries about the ethics of 
this project, please contact the researcher's supervisor bkisby@lincoln.ac.uk or the 
Chair of the School of Social and Political Sciences Ethics Committee: 
 
Peter Somerville 
School of Social and Political Sciences 
University of Lincoln 
Bridge House 
Brayford Pool 
Lincoln 
LN6 7TS 
psomerville@lincoln.ac.uk 
01522 88 6267 
  
If you wish to continue at this stage please tick the boxes below and sign the form, 
emailing it back to the researcher at ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk also confirming in the email 

mailto:ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk
mailto:ballsop@lincoln.ac.uk
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you are happy to participate in an interview - doing so confirms you are happy to take 
part in the study and to have your responses recorded, analysed and (anonymously) 
reported by the researcher. 
 

   I agree I do not agree 

I agree that I have had 
the opportunity to ask 
any questions I wish 

  
  

I am aware that I may 
withdraw from the 
study at any time prior 
to two weeks after the 
interview date, without 
giving a reason and 
with no adverse 
consequences 

  
  

I have been given 
contact information for 
the researcher. 

  
  

I understand the 
information I provide 
will be analysed and 
reported, but that no 
identifiable information 
shall be used. 

  
  

 
 
 
Signed…………………………………………                                                                                  Date……………………… 
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Appendix H – Interview Schedule 

 
 
Would you describe yourself as ‘political’ or ‘politically engaged?’ 
• You scored X on the survey’s political engagement scale – how does that match with your 
own sense of your own political engagement?  
• Why is that do you think?  
• Are there things the scale missed or overemphasised? 
 
What do you think of when you hear the words ‘politics’ and ‘political’? 
• Do you see it as mainly negative or positive or neutral? 
• Do you take an interest in politics? 
• Do you think you have a good level of political knowledge ? 
• and good political skills? 
• Do you think of politics as a way to be able to change things? 
 
What issues are most important to you? 
 
What do you think of politicians and political parties? 
• Do you think it is important to vote, and to engage in other sorts of political action? 
• Do you think government and political parties are responsive to people? 
• Why do you think some people in your generation choose not to engage in politics? 
 
What do you think it means to be a ‘consumer’? 
• Would you identify as a ‘consumer’? What does the word mean to you? What do you think 
of when you hear it? 
• What motivates you to buy the things you do? 
• Do you think a ‘consumer society’ is a good, bad or neutral thing? 
• Do you think being a consumer gives you the ability to change things in society? Do you feel 
a sense of power or influence when you shop? Over who/what? 
 
Have you ever taken part in consumer actions like boycotts or buycotts? 
• Why did you take part in this? 
• Do you factor in political or moral reasons for how you shop often? 
• Do you think such actions can change things? 
• Do you know of many friends that engage in boycotts/buycotts? 
 
Which identity seems to fit you better- a consumer or a citizen? 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add about the topics we’ve covered here today? 


