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Since June 2016, British politics has entered 

into an unprecedented period of volatility and 

fragmentation as the decision to leave the European 

Union has ushered in a fundamental realignment 

of the UK’s major political groupings. With the 

nation bracing itself for its fourth major electoral 

event in five years, it remains to be seen how and to 

what degree this realignment will take place under 

the highly specific conditions of a majoritarian 

electoral system. The general election of winter 

2019 may well come to be seen as a definitive point 

in British political history. However, with the most 

unpredictable British electorate in modern times, a 

series of radically different outcomes are possible, 

each with deeply significant implications for the 

country’s future direction.1

With such high stakes, it is only natural that in a 

parliamentary democracy, greater scrutiny than 

ever before is being applied to the behaviours of the 

two parties that have shaped the face of our politics 

for a century. The Constitution Society’s recent 

report on the practical impact of the First-Past-

the-Post (FPTP) electoral system on British Politics 

provides an in-depth study of the shortcomings of 

this system.2 Whatever its successes and failures, 

it has enabled a political duopoly defined by 

contrarianism and negative campaigning with 

general election slogans so often focused on the 

shortcomings of opposition parties and candidates. 

One has only to think of straplines such as ‘Labour 

1  British Election Study, <https://www.britishelectionstudy.com/bes-resources/press-release-most-volatile-british-electorate-in-
modern-times/#.XccJNy-cbow> [accessed October 2019]
2  David Klemperer, ‘Electoral Systems and British Politics’, Constitution Society, <https://consoc.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/04/David-Klemperer-The-Electoral-System-and-British-Politics.pdf>
3  1979 Conservative general election campaign slogan
4  2019 Liberal Democrat European election slogan
5  1997 Conservative general election campaign slogan

isn’t working’,3 ‘Bollocks to Brexit’,4 or ‘New Labour 

New Danger’5 to get a sense of the tribalism this 

system has engendered. Moreover, for almost 

a century, this antiquated system has enforced 

the domination of the Conservative and Labour 

Parties. Ninety-five years since Ramsay MacDonald 

became the first Labour Prime Minister, no other 

party has successfully formed a government 

(national governments notwithstanding), and every 

government since Attlee’s 1945 administration has 

been formed by either the Conservative or Labour 

Party, with just one coalition in that time. As recently 

as 2017, the two parties enjoyed 82.4% of the national 

vote share between them; a higher proportion than 

at any election since 1970. This could happen again 

in 2019. By contrast, of the 27 EU member states, 18 

are currently governed in coalition, suggesting that 

the tribalism of British politics is relatively rare at 

least in Europe, and certainly owing in part to First-

Past-the-Post. 

This duopoly is the result of an arcane electoral 

system, and its effect is two parties that are less 

technocratic than their European counterparts and 

whose sole focus is on winning elections. However, 

a recent study conducted at the University of 

Sheffield has concluded, perhaps unsurprisingly, 

that the public has overwhelmingly negative 

perceptions of political parties in general, with 

the words ‘unrepresentative’, ‘undemocratic’ and 

‘self-interested’ most commonly associated with 

Introduction
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their behaviour.6 The study did not name or focus on 

particular parties, instead inviting views on political 

parties in general. 77% of the respondents surveyed 

described themselves as ‘fairly or very dissatisfied 

with political parties’.7 There is a clear tension 

here: the parties’ electoral successes belie deep 

unpopularity. 

In an era of easier access to information and of 

social media allowing journalists to expose the 

internal machinations of political parties, the public 

are more acutely aware than ever of the internal 

behaviours of the major parties. Indeed, this may 

explain the dissatisfaction detailed above. However, 

the reality of what motivates these behaviours is 

far less apparent in public discourse. This report 

therefore attempts to shed light on how and why the 

parties behave in the ways they do. What motivates 

their decision-making? Why are the two major 

parties plagued by internal fighting and how are 

these fights won and lost? What does this mean for 

their political direction? Does it have longer-term 

implications for the two-party system in the UK? 

Has party change driven volatility, or has volatility 

driven party change? Is public perception accurate?

This paper will explore the ways in which the 

behaviour of contemporary political parties is 

shaped by their organisational structures and 

the interactions of individuals and groups within 

party organisations, rather than simply by political 

policy or ideology. Contemporary parties in a 

parliamentary democracy do not and cannot 

function as simple hierarchies. Individuals within 

party structures have varying interests and career 

paths and the relationships between them are fluid. 

From the leader, their immediate circle of salaried 

advisers, MPs and councillors, up to national and 

6  Dommett, Kate and Temple, Luke, What people what to see in parties today, https://www.involve.org.uk/sites/default/files/
uploads/final_-_what_people_want_from_parties_today.pdf [accessed July 2019], 3
7  Ibid, 7

local party organisers, elected and salaried party 

staff, party members and pressure groups, this is a 

deeply complex anthropology. Within it, the rules 

dictating the selection and career paths of those in 

different roles and the governance of the parties 

may play a central role in governing their inter-

relationships. 

Electoral Shocks Have 
Put the Parties under a 
Microscope
The timing of this study is germane. Since 2015, 

when David Cameron defied the polls to achieve 

the first Conservative majority in 23 years, 

Westminster has changed unrecognisably. At the 

time of publication, we are six months short of what 

should have been the end of Cameron’s second term. 

However, the period between May 2015 and May 

2020 will instead have seen three Parliaments and 

at least three Prime Ministers, pending the result of 

this December’s election. Ahead of the 2019 election, 

the Conservatives have 32 fewer MPs than in May 

2015 and 19 fewer than they did in June 2017. The 

Fig.1: Seats held by each party at the elections of 2015 and 2017 
and the dissolution of 2019
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Labour Party, meanwhile, has 12 more MPs than 

it did in May 2015, but 18 fewer than it did in June 

2017. There are 24 more MPs sitting as independents 

than there were in either 2015 or 2017 (see fig.1).

This constantly changing parliamentary arithmetic 

has come about as a result of several high-profile 

defections at the expense of both major parties. The 

Liberal Democrats have reached the dissolution 

of the 2017 Parliament with 21 MPs; 13 more than 

they elected in 2017. Their parliamentary party is, 

however, indicative of the confusion that has riven 

Parliament. Of the Liberal Democrats’ 21 MPs, 

more were elected to Parliament standing under 

David Cameron’s banner than under any other 

leader. They represent a peculiar coalition of MPs 

first elected standing on the manifestos of Paddy 

Ashdown (3 LibDem MPs), Charles Kennedy (4), 

Nick Clegg (1), Tim Farron (4), Jo Swinson (1), David 

Cameron (5), Gordon Brown (2), and Tony Blair (1). 

Quite a spectrum. 

Clearly, the internal dynamics of these parties 

is vital – and of great interest – in this time of 

uncertainty. There is little doubt that the cause of 

this unprecedented situation is Brexit (see fig. 2 for 

its prevalence to voters, and therefore parties). The 

vote to leave the EU has caused a surge in political 

engagement and created the volatility which has 

made the internal behaviours of the parties so 

important. Longer-term, the rise in immigration 

after 2004, the Global Financial Crisis prior to 

2010, the Conservative-Liberal Coalition, the 

Scottish Independence Referendum of 2014 and 

          Fig.2: The most important issues for voters, 2017-19 (Source: YouGov)

            Fig.3: The most important issues for voters, 2019 (Source: Opinium Research)
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the European Union Referendum have all formed 

part of a trend in electoral unpredictability that 

has resulted in what could be a definitive general 

election this winter.8 It is important then, to put the 

behaviours of the parties into their wider political 

context to better understand the ways in which 

their structures dictate their political and public 

direction.  

Is Westminster 
fundamentally changing?
Just two years since the tumultuous events of the 

2017 election, both Westminster and the electorate 

appear to have fragmented significantly. On the 

eve of the unveiling in mid-November 2018 of 

Theresa May’s draft withdrawal treaty between the 

UK and the EU, the two parties stood in the polls 

at an average of 39% apiece. The early part of 2019, 

however, saw both major parties polling consistently 

under 30%.

With the ascension of Boris Johnson, the 

8  Fieldhouse, Edwards, Green, Jane, Evans, Geoffrey, Mellon, Jonathan, Prosser, Christopher, Schmidt, Hermann, van der Eijk, Cees, 
Electoral Shocks: The volatile voter in a turbulent world (OUP, 2019), 1

Conservatives have surged in the polls whilst 

internally the party appears to be undergoing a 

dramatic transformation. However in 2019, leaders’ 

approval ratings hit historic lows, MPs defected to 

new parties, one poll put the Labour Party at an 

all-time low of 18%, the Liberal Democrats topped 

a Westminster poll just four years since the nadir of 

2015, and the newly formed Brexit Party wiped out 

the Conservative vote to surge to victory in the EU 

elections, threatening to split its vote and prevent a 

majority this winter. 

The English electorate in particular seems to have 

split into four political groupings – traditional 

Labour voters, traditional Conservative voters, 

Brexit-leaning voters and Remain-leaning Liberals. 

In our First-Past-the-Post system, this could be 

a recipe for electoral chaos. Several results seem 

distinctly possible, including the possibility of a 

minority government that achieves around 30% of 

the national vote. The surge in popularity, or ‘Boris 

Bounce’ associated with the new Prime Minister has 

Fig.4: Average polling since January 2015 (Source: Britain Elects)
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returned the Conservatives to their pre-election 

polling position of 2017, but much of their popularity 

appears to be based on an ability to convince leave 

voters to abandon the Brexit Party in order to return 

a majority that will secure passage of Johnson’s now 

delayed Brexit deal. 

May 2019: A turning point, part 
of a greater pattern, or are things 
changing?

May 2019 saw the UK take part in EU elections for 

the fifth time, fought under the D’Hondt system. 

Historically, there is little relationship between 

European election performance and support at the 

subsequent general election. After each of the last 

three European Parliament elections, the combined 

support of the two major parties climbed around 

20 points at the following general election: from 

43-49% at the EU elections to 66-69% at a general 

election. May, however, saw the combined vote of 

the two major parties crash to just 23%. If the pattern 

of the last fifteen years is repeated this winter, their 

combined share would rise to no more than 43-46%. 

At the start of the 2019 general election campaign, 

the two major parties are polling at 61% of the 

vote, some 21% lower than in 2017. Nevertheless, 

First-Past-the-Post means it will likely remain a 

predominantly two-party parliament, even if not as 

overwhelmingly so as during the first 40 years after 

the Second World War.

FPTP makes it entirely plausible that the duopoly 

will be weakened, although it would be very hard 

to destroy. Two significant external developments 

have brought this situation to a head. The first is 

that according to current polling, fewer people 

identify with either Labour or the Conservatives 

than at any point in the last half century.9 Voters 
9  British Election Study [accessed October 2019]
10  Ibid 

have, for now, deserted the two main parties in 

second-order elections (for local government, the 

European Parliament and in by-elections) and, with 

the exception of the 2017 contest, to a lesser extent 

at general elections (see fig.5 below). Secondly, 

political opinions are now driven far more by values 

in general – and Europe in particular – than by 

economics and social class. Both parties must adjust 

to this reality to survive.10 This makes it all the more 

important that we understand the ways in which 

the parties make their decisions and choose their 

course. 

The importance of the 2019 election cannot be 

understated. If the major parties share another high 

proportion of the vote, the two-party system could 

yet be strengthened despite the fragmentation of the 

last four years.  

Driving this situation is the behaviour of two major 

political parties who appear to have lost the trust 

of the electorate. Their behaviour and subsequent 

electoral fortunes is not just shaped by respective 

Election Year
Combined LAB-CON

Vote Share
1979 80.8%
1983 70%
1987 73%
1992 76.3%
1997 73.9%
2001 72.4%
2005 67.6%
2010 65.1%
2015 67.3%
2017 82.4%

Fig.5: Combined LAB-CON vote share at general elections



8

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

leaders or even by policy platforms. Organisational 

structures and the interactions of individuals and 

groups within party organisations hold a great sway 

over the direction parties can take – on their policies, 

their priorities and their strategies. The dynamics 

that permeate a party from top to bottom are crucial: 

from leaders and Prime Ministers, to advisors, MPs, 

councillors, organisers and members. The way the 

parties are constituted, the rules that are applied to 

membership and candidacy and the mechanisms 

by which certain individuals – and ideologies – 

can gain precedence is key to understanding the 

internal dynamics of contemporary parties and their 

subsequent public presentation. 

When we scratch the surface of the two parties, 

we find two organisations radically different 

in aim, ethos and structure despite sharing the 

common goal of seeking to govern the country. The 

Conservative Party, a top-down organisation which 

exists predominantly to support its MPs in forming 

a governing majority contrasts greatly with the 

Labour Party, a bottom-up movement which aims 

to represent its members and is far more concerned 

with internal democracy. All the above serves to 

demonstrate just how important an understanding 

of the structures of political parties is to the 

directions they take. 

This report considers the under-discussed ways 

in which the internal dynamics of political parties 

as organisations distinct from their parliamentary 

iterations have a significant impact on the running 

of the country. Through a study of the rules, 

constitutions and structures of the two parties, a 

series of interviews conducted with staff, MPs and 

party members, and a review of existing academic 

literature on the two major parties, this paper aims 

to shed light on how and why our political parties 

act, and what conclusions we can draw from this 

about their – and the UK’s – future. 
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One of the notable features of any study of the UK’s 

political parties is the distinct dearth of academic 

literature on the subject. Whilst many ‘insider 

story’ journalistic accounts of parties and elections 

are readily available, anthropological studies of 

the relationships between individuals and groups 

within organisations are notably sparse, with 

most accounts focusing on one grouping’s view or 

ideology. This paper will hold that party structures 

and rules are deliberately vague, allowing room 

for political manipulation. It may be that this 

ever-changing, opaque nature of party rules has 

contributed to the lack of study.  

The focus of this paper is the UK’s two major parties 

in their current iterations. Nonetheless, it is useful 

to look at historical examples of structural reforms 

to the parties in order to demonstrate the effect 

that such change can have on the outward-looking 

direction of a political party. To this end, it is worth 

examining two major moments in the histories of 

the two parties. Both were internally significant and 

had wide-reaching implications for the outward 

presentation of both parties. 

The traditional procedure in the Labour Party for 

selecting leaders required the leadership of trade 

unions to cast all the votes of their membership as 

a bloc, often in the tens or hundreds of thousands. 

The unions therefore gained enormous leverage 

in leadership elections. The concept of a one-

member, one-vote (OMOV) system for the election 

of the party’s leader was first proposed at Labour’s 

Wembley Special Conference in 1981. It was opposed 

by Tony Benn, who instead initiated an electoral 

college comprising different interest groups in the 

party – a trade union section which accounts for 

40% of the total vote, made up of bloc votes cast by 

union general secretaries, another section of 30% 

was allotted to the Parliamentary Labour Party 

(PLP) and a further 30% for active party members 

in Constituency Labour Parties (CLPs). Already in 

1981, we can see the beginnings of a segmented 

party in which interactions between groupings is 

of fundamental importance to the party’s dynamic. 

Neil Kinnock attempted, but failed, to introduce 

OMOV in 1984. It was John Smith that made the 

first successful moves in introducing OMOV into 

the Labour Party’s rulebook at the 1993 conference, 

abolishing the trade union bloc vote in the selection 

of parliamentary candidates, instead giving union 

members paying the political levy a direct vote on 

the party’s candidates as ‘affiliated supporters’. 

This worked to the benefit of Tony Blair, who took 

over 50% of the trade union vote on his way to the 

leadership and subsequently became Labour’s 

most electorally successful leader. It was not until 

2014, however, that OMOV was introduced by 

Ed Miliband, allowing the public to take part in 

leadership elections for a £3 fee. The result of this 

rule change – as insignificant as it may have seemed 

to a wider public – was a dramatic increase in the 

membership. 

At the time of the May 2015 election, the party 

had just over 200,000 members. By the end of 

the leadership election in August 2015, the party 

had 189,703 affiliated union members, 121,295 

Part I: Party Structures and Rules 
Historical and Current Trends and their Uses
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registered supporters and 299,755 full members; a 

total electorate of 610,753.11 This exponential rise in 

the party’s membership means that the party can 

claim to be Europe’s largest, but more significantly 

is widely credited as resulting in the leadership of 

Jeremy Corbyn, possibly the most dramatic shift in 

the party’s direction since Blair’s Clause IV reform. 

This is a perfect example of a rule change which, in 

just five years, has resulted in a party dramatically 

transformed from that which left government nine 

years ago. 

The Conservative Party is a far looser coalition of 

groups, or at least a far less organised one. It is 

telling that in contrast to the Labour Party’s annual 

rulebook, formalised at party conference by a 

series of elected committees (more on this in Parts 

II and III), the Conservative Party’s Constitution 

was last formally amended in April 2009, although 

minor changes were proposed by the National 

Conservative Convention in 2017. The Constitution 

simply states that the Party’s aim is to ‘sustain 

and promote within the Nations the objects and 

values of the Conservative Party’.12 This makes it 

easier for the party to be moulded according to the 

political ideology of the leadership, a definably top-

down approach. Such was the case in 2006 when 

Conservative Campaign Headquarters (CCHQ) drew 

up the so-called ‘A-List’ at the behest of the newly 

elected David Cameron. 

The Constitution is sufficiently vague in its 

wording that Cameron was able to, without a rule 

change, establish a centralised means of selecting 

parliamentary candidates. As part of his attempt 

11  Labour leadership: huge increase in party’s electorate, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-33892407> [accessed July 
2019]
12  Constitution of the Conservative Party <https://www.politicalpartydb.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/02/UK_CONSERVATIVE_
PARTY_CONSTITUTION_2009.pdf> [accessed May 2019], 5
13  Cameron’s A-List could give Tories the X-Factor, <http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/guest_contributors/
article1084181.ece> [accessed July 2019]
14  Draft new Conservative Constitution revealed, <https://www.conservativehome.com/thetorydiary/2017/11/exclusive-draft-
new-conservative-party-constitution-revealed.html> [accessed June 2019]

to modernise the Conservatives and win a general 

election, Cameron aimed to transform the Party in 

Westminster, something that is at once strikingly 

similar but procedurally radically different to the 

project undertaken by the Labour leadership in 

recent years. The Parliamentary Party was seen by 

many as ‘reactionary and unattractive to voters’ 

according to Michael Portillo.13 In drawing up an 

A-list of candidates, many of whom were women 

or from BAME backgrounds, Cameron aimed to 

widen Conservative appeal. This was achieved by a 

process which allowed CCHQ to impose candidates 

on local selections. Candidates are required to apply 

to the party centrally, who may then invite them 

to a regional forum to discuss their application. 

Desirable candidates are asked to submit a 

further application to a centrally administered 

Parliamentary Assessment Board who approve 

provisional candidacy. 

With an A-list of preferred candidates decided, 

CCHQ were able to impose their preferred 

Parliamentarians on local Conservative Associations. 

At least two members of the A-list were put to every 

open primary where the preferred forums for 

selection were held. Where they were not, A-list 

candidates were recommended directly, particularly 

in target seats. The legacy of this approach has 

been equally significant; both Theresa May and 

Boris Johnson have been able to use it to impose 

candidates on local parties, with the National 

Convention moving to further centralise candidate 

selection in 2017.14

Furthermore, the A-list provides an excellent 
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example of the ease with which the Conservative 

Party can be changed when compared with the 

Labour Party. After five years, the PLP remains 

overwhelmingly opposed to Jeremy Corbyn’s 

leadership. The Parliamentary Conservative Party, 

however, has been remodelled with comparative 

ease. Of the 152 names on Cameron’s A-List, 36 were 

MPs at the time of the 2019 dissolution and of those, 

just seven have held cabinet roles, and five no longer 

sit as Conservative MPs. 

All this serves to demonstrate the ways in which 

historical structural changes to the major parties 

have had significant impacts – often unintended 

– on their outward direction, both in the short- 

and long-terms. In many ways, the parties we see 

today are indicative of greater social trends. With 

the journey towards the Third Way politics of the 

1990s and 2000s came an ‘End of History’ approach 

to domestic policy: that the big ideological battles 

in society had been concluded with the victory of 

liberal democracy, and that what was left were 

policy goals that parties across the spectrum 

broadly agreed on – economic health, climate 

change, and law and order being examples.15 The 

politics of compromise was actively encouraged. 

However, recent years have seen a rise in nationalist 

movements and populist politics, particularly as 

the UK and USA have moved further away from the 

politics of the European Union. In the context of 

increasing localism and doctrine, perhaps it is not 

so surprising to see the two major parties become 

increasingly dogmatic and polarised in their politics. 

Whether or not this is what has driven the behaviour 

of the parties, it is their internal dynamics which 

have allowed this approach to flourish.  

15  Corfe, Robert, The future of politics: with the demise of the left/right confrontational system (Arena, 2010), 24
16  Michels, Robert, Zur soziologie des parteiwesens in der modernen demokratie: Untersuchungen über die oligarchischen 
tendenzen des gruppenlebens (Leipzig, 1911), 1
17  McKenzie, Robert, British political parties: The distribution of power within the Conservative and Labour parties (Heinemann, 
1964) 

In order to best comprehend the nature of the 

competing groups and interests within political 

parties, a study of the organisations behind 

the politics is crucial. To fulfil their democratic 

functions, parties must have a degree of 

organisation and be able to fund their activities 

throughout the electoral cycle. Organisation 

helps parties to debate and decide upon policy, 

recruit members, activists and candidates, and 

to campaign for election. Nevertheless, the study 

of organisation and funding is often overlooked 

since it involves examining aspects of parties’ 

internal affairs conducted behind closed doors. Yet 

party organisation and funding are key issues and 

important conflicts over political power often occur 

not just in the broader political system, but within 

parties. To be able to form any view on how political 

parties in the UK are working, understanding 

organisation and funding is imperative. 

Psephologists and sociologists have for many years 

commented on the phenomenon of political parties, 

and although few studies exist on the British system, 

those that are available are dated but strikingly 

relevant today. As early as 1911, Michels found that 

rule by an elite, or oligarchy, is inevitable within 

any democratic organisation. He called this the 

‘iron law of oligarchy’ as part of the ‘tactical and 

technical necessities of organisation’, with an elite 

dominating every strata at the expense of internal 

democracy.16 Michels’ study focused on European 

parties, but McKenzie’s seminal study on British 

political parties, although dated, found such 

dominance to exist in the UK.17 While these notions 

continue to be influential, others have argued 

that they are based on the idea that relationships 

between party leaderships and the membership are 
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necessarily conflictual because activists are more 

radical than the more moderate and electorally 

oriented leadership and party voters.18 While not 

denying the potential for internal party conflict, 

recent perspectives have instead emphasised the 

‘stratarchical’ nature of parties.19 This underlines 

the importance of internal consensus. It highlights 

the fact that parties have a number of fairly 

autonomous elites at different levels – local, regional 

and professional – throughout their organisation. 

These can broadly be identified as the five following 

groupings: the party leadership, the parliamentary 

party, the party’s policy-making process, the 

grassroots party organisation and the professional 

wing of the party. From this perspective, the party 

leadership’s position, and ultimately the success or 

failure of the party, is conditional on their support. 

Compromise between different elements of the 

party is crucial to avoid a breakdown of this system.20

Party Rulebooks are Key 
The way the two parties are constituted is itself 

revealing of the ways in which they operate. It is 

notable that prior to 1998, the Conservative Party 

did not have a unified structure. After the crushing 

loss to Blair’s Labour Party, Hague ordered what 

became known as the Fresh Future reforms, merging 

the three wings of the Party (the constituencies, 

the parliamentary party and the professional head 

office) under one constitution. A Party Board was 

established to oversee such matters as fundraising 

and party management, while the Conservative 

Policy Forum was aimed at allowing members 

18  May, John, Opinion structure of political parties: The special law of curvilinear disparity (Political Studies, vol.21, 2, June 1973), 141
19  Carty, R. Kenneth, Parties as franchise systems: The stratarchical organisational imperative (Party Politics, 10, January 2004), 5
20  Ibid, 7
21  Kelly, Scott, Echoes of Butler? The Conservative research department and the making of conservative policy (The Political 
Quarterly, vol.75, 4, October 2004), 380
22  Clark, Alistair, Political parties in the UK (Macmillan, 2018), 59
23  Conservative Party Constitution, < https://www.politicalpartydb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/UK_CONSERVATIVE_PARTY_
CONSTITUTION_2009.pdf> [accessed May 2019]

greater access to the policy-making process. 

Members were given an OMOV system in party 

leadership elections. However, the unification 

process appeared to reduce the power of the 

previously autonomous constituency organisations, 

particularly with regards to candidate selection as 

outlined above with Cameron’s A-List. Furthermore, 

Howard and Duncan Smith marginalised the policy 

forum and the party board.21 

Cameron’s reforms focused on the strengthening 

of the professional wing of the party, rebranded 

as CCHQ, and according to Tim Bale’s account 

of Cameron’s party, the leadership remained 

dominant in the policy-making process. Despite 

attempts at greater democracy and codification of its 

practices, the reforms of the last twenty have done 

little to deter from the notion that ‘the leadership 

continues to be the key element in understanding 

Conservative Party organisation’.22 That party 

membership appears to have fallen close to 100,000 

in the last year only serves to strengthen the notion 

that the Conservative Party is fundamentally a 

top-down organisation viewed through the prism 

of its leadership’s ideology. The party’s constitution 

is essentially in its infancy: since 1998, formal 

amendments have been made only four times (in 

1999, 2002, 2004 and 2009).23 

In stark contrast, the Labour Party’s constitution 

has a long history, dating back as early as 1918 when 

Sidney Webb’s drafting of Clause IV was adopted as 

one of the key tenets of the Party’s aims and values, 

remaining unaltered until Blair’s era-defining 

redrafting in 1995. The Party is a historically federal 



13

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

organisation with three constituent parts: the trade 

unions, socialist societies and Constituency Labour 

Parties (CLPs). Its annual conference is the Party’s 

sovereign decision-making body, while the National 

Executive Committee (NEC) is in charge of day-to-

day policy and organisational matters. With these 

bodies elected and populated by members, the party 

as an organisation is far more interested in internal 

democracy than its oldest opponent, seeking to be 

representative of the views of its members, if at 

times superficially so.

As outlined above the trade unions historically hold 

a great deal of sway over the policy-making process 

in the Party, but successive leaders from Kinnock 

to Brown did a great deal to diminish their role 

under the rubric of ‘democratising’ the party for 

lay members.24 As evidenced by the 2004 Warwick 

Agreement, the Party’s reliance on the unions for 

funding allowed them to regain some influence over 

policy-making during the latter years of the party’s 

time in government, even if Miliband sought to 

downplay their role after their votes contributed to 

his leadership election in 2010. Successive leaders, 

from Blair’s Partnership in Power, to Miliband’s 

commissioning of the Collins review in 2014, 

have sought to reform the party’s structures and 

rulebook, often with the aim of remaking the party 

in the image of their ideology. This all points to a 

process vindicating Michels’ Iron law of oligarchy – 

the ways in which the current leadership of the Party 

has sought to control the party at all levels attests to 

this. It is no coincidence that under Jeremy Corbyn’s 

leadership, ‘organisation has become the arena 

where the battle for the soul of the party is being 

conducted’.25 In short, the rules and constitution – 

i.e. the internal structures – of the Labour Party are 

key to understanding everything it does, and much 

24  Clark, Political parties in the UK, 89
25  Ibid, 92
26  Scarrow, Susan, Beyond party members: Changing approaches to partisan mobilisation (OUP 2014)

of the in-fighting that has plagued the Party for the 

last five years has involved its rulebook. With the 

Party’s recent democracy review, Corbyn’s Labour 

has sought to increase participation, moving the 

party towards what Scarrow describes as a ‘multi-

speed democratic organisation’ with diversified 

options for affiliation, and in doing so, embed the 

power and longevity of the Labour left.26 

Despite the fundamental contrast in approach 

between Conservative and Labour parties, there 

are already clear similarities that can be drawn 

between the ways in which respective leaderships 

have sought to impose themselves on party 

structures through reforms. Regardless of their 

motivation, almost all of these reforms have sought 

in some way to advance the cause of the leadership 

of the day. With these similarities and differences 

established, we can look more closely at each strata 

of the modern parties’ structures respectively. The 

remainder of this paper will focus on the parties 

today, examining the makeup of their membership, 

why the public perceive political parties in 

a negative light, and finally drawing a direct 

comparison between each level of party structures. 

In doing so, it hopes to draw conclusions about 

what all this says about British politics and whether 

internal structures are indeed a ‘hidden’ driver of 

change in the UK. 
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Regardless of the prevailing leadership or ideology 

of a political party, its members are a crucial 

constituent. In both major parties, the membership 

is a vitally important franchise. In recent months, 

Boris Johnson has become the UK’s first Prime 

Minister to be elected by party members alone 

(139,318 of them), while Labour Party members 

have an ever-increasing say on candidate and 

leader selection. Furthermore, members contribute 

significantly to election campaigns and to party 

finances. 

The British party system has, as outlined above, 

produced a tribalism rarely found elsewhere: they 

‘create social dependencies among their members 

not unlike cults’.27 It is important, therefore, to 

understand the membership of any political party. 

Not only do members make up the most populous 

strata of the party, but changes in membership 

trends have had significant impacts on the direction 

of both parties. From a high of about four million 

in the early 1950s, the combined membership of 

Labour and the Conservatives had dwindled to 

around 350,000 in 2014. The decline appeared 

inexorable, as it was elsewhere in Europe, with 

the decline in class identity that had driven British 

politics during the second half of the twentieth 

century. However, membership has grown 

considerably since 2015, most notably in the Labour 

Party whose leadership owes its continued success to 

27  Why leaving a political party is like a bad breakup, <https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2019/09/why-leaving-political-
party-bad-break> [accessed September 2019]

the party’s grassroots (see fig.6).

Fig.6: Approximate party membership figures, July 2019 
(Source: House of Commons Library)

Who are Party Members?
There is little doubt that the rise in membership 

has had an impact on the direction each party has 

taken. With Brexit continuing to act as the driver 

for many major political decisions, we have seen the 

membership exercise their power – both hard and 

soft – over their parties. 

In the Conservative Party, votes of no confidence 

amongst local parties have led to the defection 

of Conservative MPs such as Philip Lee, while 

earlier this year, grassroots activists attempted 

to force an Extraordinary General Meeting of the 

Part II: The Conservative and 
Labour Parties in 2019
Membership, Perception and Relationship with Voters
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National Conservative Convention in order to 

hold an unprecedented no-confidence vote in a 

sitting Conservative Prime Minister. Indeed, more 

recent developments demonstrate the importance 

the membership can have when it comes to 

the direction the country takes. In July 2019, 

Conservative members were asked to select the 

UK’s next Prime Minister. Approximately 40,000 

new members joined the party this summer, with 

59% stating their desire to vote in the leadership 

election as the motivating factor while 34% of the 

Party’s members were not members before the 2017 

general election.28 In a wider context, decisions 

made by MPs in recent years regarding Brexit will 

undoubtedly have been influenced by how their 

members – without whose approval they cannot 

stand for parliament – might react. 

This surge in participation has raised interesting 

questions regarding what party membership is for, 

as well as issues around forms of representation. 

A new study by Tim Bale, Monica Pelotti and Paul 

Webb constitutes the first major attempt to assess 

the make-up of party membership in the UK. 

This study tells us some useful things about party 

membership in general: party members are typically 

older and richer than those who do not join and are 

generally socially liberal. They often join because 

they believe in their party’s leader, to oppose or 

support a particular candidate in a leadership 

election or simply to oppose another party (another 

result of the contrarian nature of our politics).29 

The opposition motivation would appear to be the 

case particularly among Labour members who are 

disproportionately situated in seats that usually 

return Conservative MPs in the south of England. 

28  Does the Conservative party have a problem with entryism? < https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2019/07/11/
does-conservative-party-have-problem-entryism> [accessed September 2019]
29  Bale, Tim, Pelotti, Monica, and Webb, Paul, Footsoldiers: Political party membership in the 21st century (Routledge, 2019), 20
30  Bale, Tim, Pelotti, Monica, and Webb, Paul, Grassroots: Britain’s party members – who they are, what they think and what they do 
< https://esrcpartymembersprojectorg.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/grassroots-pmp_final.pdf> [accessed June 2019], 10

Members are nearly twice as likely to be graduates 

and are seven times less likely to read The Sun. 

Only 4% are from ethnic minority backgrounds, 

and around a quarter are National Trust members. 

All of this points to the inescapable notion that 

membership of political parties in the UK is 

a middle-class enterprise. At a time when the 

priorities of members appear in some cases to be 

diverging from those of their leaders (such as the in 

the case of the Labour Party’s Brexit policy), this has 

implications for the representative democracy of the 

two parties.30 

 

Fig. 7: Labour Party membership statistics (Source: ESRC Party 
Membership Project)

Fig. 8: Conservative Party membership statistics (Source: ESRC 

Party Membership Project)

What is Party Membership 
and What is its Impact?
One of the most interesting results of the Party 

Membership Project is what it tells us about 

ABC1 77%
White British/Other White 96%

Average Age 53
% from London 

and South of England
46%

ABC1 86%
White British/Other White 97%

Average Age 57
% from London

and South of England
54%



16

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

participation among existing members. One of 

the most striking responses comes when party 

members are prompted about their participation 

within the party. As the study states, ‘what we can 

say is that it is a mistake to see the words “members” 

and “activists” as synonyms’.31 41% of Labour Party 

members and 45% of Conservative members 

admitted that they do absolutely nothing for their 

parties in the average month.32 It is particularly 

useful to combine these findings with those of the 

Sheffield study mentioned above to get a picture of 

what it is people seek from membership and what 

this means for participation in political parties. 

From this, we can draw some conclusions about the 

effect this franchise of parties has on their direction. 

The Sheffield study finds that people have nuanced 

desires for participation. Around three-quarters of 

respondents, however, did not have any intention of 

being involved in any political activity in the future 

(see fig. 9).

Clearly, these figures indicate a change in what 

party membership traditionally means. Where 

members in the past joined parties to campaign 

for their local MP or the prevailing ideology of the 

leadership, now we may be seeing a trend in which 

people are joining political parties not to campaign 

for the party as it is but to alter the direction, or 

political discourse, of that party. Huge membership 

spikes during the leadership campaigns of Jeremy 

Corbyn and Boris Johnson certainly suggest this 

may be the case as direct democracy rises within 

the parties. Only 17% of respondents to the Sheffield 

study thought that policy should be made by the 

leadership alone. Furthermore, we may in the 

future see the continued rise of ‘multi-speed’ 

parties with options for lower or higher affiliation 

according to the intensity of activity each member 

desires. Such an example came about in 2016, where 

Labour introduced a £25 ‘registered supporter’ fee, 

allowing those interested to sign up and vote in that 

summer’s leadership contest as a one-off act. 

What do people think about how parties provide 
opportunities to participate?

• Most people like the idea that there should 
be more opportunities to get involved

• However, very few people plan to get 
involved themselves

• People are often disappointed by the impact 
of their participation 

• People think there should be a range of ways 
to get involved that require different types of 
party affiliation for different activities

Fig.9: Data from What people want to see in political parties 
today (Source: University of Sheffield/Involve)

Donate money to a party: 80% have never and 
won’t

Campaign for a party at election: 79% have never 
and won’t

Party member: 75% have never and won’t

Registered supporter: 74% have never and won’t

Show support offline: 71% have never and won’t

Show support online: 64% have never and won’t



17

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

Members vs Voters:
What do membership trends means 
for representation and parties?

Perhaps the most significant conclusion we can 

draw from these statistics is what they say about 

representation. The more members join parties to 

take part in their democratic process, rather than 

to necessarily support the policies of that party 

as they exist, the more questions arise over who 

MPs are accountable to. In the 2017 Parliament, 

Dominic Grieve and Phillip Lee both lost confidence 

votes from their local Conservative Associations. 

Diana Johnson, Margaret Hodge, Roger Godsiff, 

Emma Lewell-Buck and Virendra Sharma all faced 

trigger ballots from their Constituency Labour 

Parties, while Louise Ellman faced an abortive no-

confidence vote.  The Party Membership Project tells 

us that members of both major parties are relatively 

homogenous – they are predominantly white, male, 

middle-class and well educated. Furthermore, they 

appear to be situated predominantly in cities. In 

short, members are not representative of British 

society. In Part III of this paper, the rules around 

selections and deselections are examined. In the 

context of no-confidence votes and the threat of 

deselection, MPs on both sides of the political divide 

appear increasingly concerned with accountability 

to their members. But if party members are not 

representative of constituencies as a whole, MPs 

face difficult decisions in the Commons: nothing 

has typified this dissonance better than Brexit. 

The following tweet from Richard Graham MP 

summarises the situation:

33  Tweet from Richard Graham MP, < https://twitter.com/RichardGrahamUK/status/1006489145949216769> [accessed July 2019]
34  Brexit vote: We had the deal nailed down, and we blew it <https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/brexit-vote-we-had-the-deal-
nailed-down-and-we-blew-it-h7fc9pxkk> [accessed October 2019]
35  Dommett and Temple, What people want to see in parties today, 1
36  Bale, Pelotti and Webb, Grassroots: Britain’s party members, 26

‘Thank you to constituents who have contacted me to: stop 

Brexit, Brexit tomorrow, stage a 2nd Referendum, not betray 

Brexit, support every Lords amendment, get rid of the Lords, 

back the PM, sack the PM & remember who I represent. It’s 

possible I may not satisfy you all’. 33

Graham’s comments echo the difficulties faced 

by a number of Labour MPs, whose members are 

overwhelmingly in favour of remaining in the EU, 

but whose constituents are not. Recent interventions 

by Caroline Flint have demonstrated this perfectly.34

The University of Sheffield study appears to echo this 

view, with ‘unrepresentative’ the most frequently 

used word when describing political parties.35 

Conversely, over 80% of Conservative and Labour 

members feel that the leadership pays them enough 

attention.36 Perhaps, then, we can identify a trend 

here which suggests that as the two parties have 

become more polarised and their memberships 

increasingly homogenous, they have drifted further 

from voters and towards the views of their members. 

This would certainly explain public dissatisfaction 

with their performance and their downturn of 

fortune in the polls. 

Nevertheless, the two parties continue to dominate 

despite their increasing polarisation. Much of this 

can be traced back to the need to win power in a 

FPTP system. The great majority of parliamentary 

constituencies do not change party allegiance in 

elections – only 70 of the 650 available seats changed 

hands in 2017, and on only three occasions have 

more than 100 seats changed hands at a general 

election since 1950. The resultant focus on marginal 

seats and select groups of voters incentivises parties 

to concentrate on elections and make promises 
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designed to win appeal – often amongst very specific 

groups. Electoral reform could change the dynamics 

of competition and could allow parties to behave in 

a different way, but while they remain driven by the 

desires of an increasingly homogenous members 

and not a fragmented electorate, this tension will 

continue. 
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Having examined the issues around party 

membership and the way in which party 

structures can be used by leadership groupings, an 

examination of how exactly each party is made up 

is the key to understanding their external direction. 

To that end, this section will examine the structure 

of each party in turn, using recent examples to 

demonstrate the ways in which individuals and 

groups impact upon the party’s behaviours. The 

parties will be discussed in terms of a selection 

of broad categories: the party leadership, the 

parliamentary party, and finally the party’s policy-

making process, the grassroots party organisation 

and the professional wing of the party. Naturally, 

there is a great deal of overlap between these groups 

and by separating them in this way, it is hoped that 

the complex relationships between them can be 

demonstrated. 

The Parliamentary Parties
The Parliamentary parties are the public face 

of political parties. Along with the leader, most 

members of the public identify a party by its MPs. 

Before assessing the rules around Parliamentary 

selections, it is worth looking at the paths MPs have 

taken to the House of Commons. 

All following data relates to information correct at the 

dissolution of the 2017 Parliament. 

Broader trends in the 2017 Parliament

Examining the make-up of the 2017 Parliament as a 

whole allows us to find similarities and differences 

between who makes up the parties in Parliament. 

The financial cost of running as an MP is a potential 

barrier for those on low and middle incomes hoping 

to join the House of Commons. Research conducted 

into Conservative candidates in 2005 found that the 

cost of becoming a candidate, running a campaign 

and losing several months earnings amounted to 

approximately £34,000 of expense per candidate. It 

should perhaps come as no surprise, then, that 86% 

of 2017 MPs are university graduates and are four 

times as likely to have attended a private school than 

the population at large (27% were privately educated 

compared to 7% of the population); 52% were 

educated at Oxbridge or Russell Group universities 

Part III: Party Structures
A Comparison

Independent Comprehensive Selective
All MPs 29% 51% 18%

CON 45% 38% 17%
LAB 14% 67% 18%

Fig.10: Schooling of MPs by Party (Source: Sutton Trust)
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Fig.11: Careers of MPs before entering politics

Fig.12: Careers of Labour’s 2017 PLP before Parliament

Fig.13: Careers of the Conservative’s 2017 MPs before entering Parliament
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and around 11% hold a postgraduate qualification. 

The table below outlines MPs schooling (fig.10). Only 

51 MPs identify as coming from a BAME background 

and 32% (208 MPS) are women. Fig.11 demonstrates 

the career paths taken by MPs before entering 

Parliament, while Fig.12 and Fig.13 break this down 

by party.37 

From the data in Figs. 11-13 we are able to draw an 

immediate conclusion. The second highest number 

on the list in Fig. 11 refers to MPs who worked for 

their parties in some capacity prior to their election. 

A relationship can be drawn, then, between the 

parliamentary party and the professional wing of 

the party made up of its staff, advisors, organisers 

and so on. Breaking this down by party yields 

relative parity between them: 64 Conservative 

MPs worked for their party prior to their election, 

while 59 Labour MPs did the same. Furthermore, of 

the 325 MPs that were councillors before entering 

Parliament, 131 became Conservative MPs and 131 

became Labour MPs. This itself says something 

about the tribalism of parties. The fact that political 

advisors so often transition into Parliament is an 

effective way of ensuring homogeneity within 

a party. If a generation of special advisers to a 

particular leadership become MPs, it is likely that 

they will carry that same ideology into subsequent 

generations. Furthermore, it broadly ensures loyalty 

to leaders. However, it does not suggest the diversity 

which parties are wont to claim when it comes to the 

diversity of its MPs. Looking further at MPs’ routes 

into Parliament gives relatively predictable results 

– the majority of Labour MPs have worked in the 

public sector and trade unions, while Conservative 

MPs overwhelmingly come from the private sector. 

Legal careers are also relatively common. Clearly, 

these experiences have a part to play in moulding 

ideologies. The interactive tool highlighted in the 

37  Parliamentary privilege: The MPs 2017 <https://www.suttontrust.com/research-paper/parliamentary-privilege-the-mps-2017-
education-background/> [accessed September 2019]

appendix of this paper allows us to look more closely 

at the statistics of the 2017 Parliament. 

Parliamentary parties have always held a key role 

in the direction of the party, and their relationship 

with the leadership and members can define a 

party’s success. In the last decade, we have seen 

the break between ‘Blairites’ and ‘Brownites’ in 

the Labour Party in 2007 and the dominance of the 

so-called ‘Notting Hill Set’ during the Cameron 

leadership of the Conservatives. More recently 

the tension between the Eurosceptic European 

Research Group (ERG) and the One Nation Group of 

Conservatives has defined the country’s direction 

and the fate of Theresa May, while in 2016 the 

no-confidence vote among Labour MPs in the 

leadership of Jeremy Corbyn resulted in a renewed 

mandate for the leader, an event with its own set of 

consequences for the party. One notable similarity 

here is that both parties have, in the last 3 years, 

moved to distance themselves from leaders seen as 

party modernisers, preferring instead to move closer 

to the politics of the late 1970s, with debates around 

Europe and nationalisation typifying this curious 

phenomenon. 

The Parliamentary Labour Party

The Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) has 

historically been one of the most influential blocs in 

the party, particularly for its ability to nominate (and 

prevent) candidates for the leadership. It is telling 

that in 2007 and 2010, John McDonnell attempted 

to run for the leadership of the party, but on both 

occasions, it was failure to secure the backing 

of enough MPs that prevented his candidature. 

The PLP meets weekly to discuss the state of the 

party’s policy offering as well as to question the 

leader on political behaviours. In the context of its 
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powers regarding leadership elections, the unity 

of the PLP is pivotal to the party’s success. As such, 

groupings within the PLP are very important; as 

outlined above they can hold great sway over the 

party’s direction when they dominate. The recent 

formation of Future Britain, a coalition of moderate 

Labour MPs instigated by Tom Watson is a ‘coming 

together of TB-GBs’, referring to the long-standing 

divisions between those supportive of Blair and 

Brown.38 Indeed, Brown’s ascension is testament to 

the importance of the relationship between the PLP 

and leadership: it was the ‘curry house conspiracy’, 

a group of MPs including Tom Watson, whose plot 

set in motion a sequence of events which led to 

the resignation of Tony Blair. Watson’s new Future 

Britain group is particularly important in that it 

offers training to MPs on relationships with their 

members, a dynamic that is of growing importance, 

as will be discussed below.39

The PLP’s relationship with the leadership of the 

Labour Party has been one of the defining internal 

battles in recent years. Since Jeremy Corbyn lost a 

vote of no-confidence among the PLP by 172-40 in 

the summer of 2016, he has experienced a fraught 

relationship with his backbenchers. After the 

surprise gains made by Labour at the 2017 election, 

the party has seen 18 of its MPs resign the whip 

citing the party’s anti-Semitism crisis and political 

direction, particularly on Brexit. During this period, 

relations between MPs and members have been 

38  Future Britain Group draws Labour MPs, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-47532405> [accessed March 2019]
39  Moderate Labour MPs to get lessons in how to avoid being purged by left-wingers <https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/
political-parties/labour-party/news/104714/excl-moderate-labour-mps-get-lessons-how-avoid> [accessed June 2019]
40  This is not Labour MPs vs Corbyn. They’re at war with party members, <https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/
jun/29/labour-mps-vs-corbyn-war-party-members-tories-brexit> [accessed September 2019]
41  Jeremy Corbyn campaign attacks Labour ‘purge’ of members, questions fairness of election, <https://www.
huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/jeremy-corbyn-campaign-attacks-labour-purge-of-members-questions-fairness-of-election_
uk_57c53d0fe4b094071b4c798f?> [accessed September 2019]
42  Leaked list ranks Labour MPs by “hostility” to Corbyn, <https://labourlist.org/2016/03/leaked-list-ranks-labour-mps-by-hostility-
to-corbyn/> [accessed July 2019]
43  Labour change Parliamentary selection rules in boost for Jeremy Corbyn <https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/
staggers/2019/09/labour-change-parliamentary-selection-rules-boost-jeremy-corbyn> [accessed September 2019]

highly contentious, with Diane Abbott taking to 

the national press in 2016 to suggest that MPs were 

‘at war with party members’.40 This comment, in 

the context of what the Labour leadership saw as a 

‘purge’ of members deemed supportive of Jeremy 

Corbyn, has typified relations between the PLP and 

the leadership and membership.41 In March 2016, 

before the leadership contest was triggered, Jeremy 

Corbyn’s office had drawn up a list ranking Labour 

MPs according to their loyalty to the party leader.42 

This situation resulted in fundamental disconnect 

between a PLP seen as overwhelmingly ‘moderate’ 

and a leadership intent on a more left-wing 

programme.

With the divisions that have arisen over the issue 

of Brexit across the House of Commons, we have 

seen in the case of Theresa May and Boris Johnson 

the difficulties faced by a Prime Minister who is 

unable to command the support of his or her own 

party in Parliament. Johnson’s premiership to date 

has suffered 12 defeats in the Commons, while 

May was defeated 33 times. By contrast, Cameron’s 

governments lost ten commons votes, Blair’s four 

and Brown’s three. 

The result has been what some have viewed as an 

attempt to ‘permanently change the balance of the 

parliamentary party’.43 As discussed in Part I, it is 

through the rulebook that the leadership has sought 

to instigate this shift. 
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Candidate selection has been a key factional 

battleground between the left and right of the 

Labour Party for decades. The current Labour Party 

has two major power bases: the leadership and the 

NEC. Those in both groups are generally not from 

the same political faction as most Labour MPs. 

Changing the composition of the PLP is therefore 

desirable for two reasons. First, it removes the 

risk of a government led by Jeremy Corbyn being 

constrained on key issues by MPs not politically 

supportive. Second, it is a defensive measure to 

ensure that if the left loses control of the leadership, 

it will not be marginalised in the manner of the 

1990s and 2000s. The left, so the argument goes, 

hopes to secure a large enough bloc of MPs to be 

heard in internal debates and ensure that whoever 

succeeds Jeremy Corbyn will continue the party’s 

move to the left. Furthermore, it should be easier 

for candidates from the Party’s left to secure 

nominations for the leadership (more on those rules 

below). 

The Labour Party traditionally had a localised 

selection system, whereby constituency party 

committees were responsible for both shortlisting 

and selecting parliamentary candidates. The NEC, 

however, could veto candidates after they had been 

selected by CLPs. In the 1970s, under the leadership 

of Michael Foot, the Campaign for Labour Party 

Democracy (CLPD) was founded. In its current form, 

it is chaired by Claude Webbe, its secretary is Peter 

Willsman, and among its assistant secretaries is Jon 

Lansman. All three sit on the Party’s NEC. In short, 

the CLPD has a significant amount of sway over the 

party’s operations. In the 1970s, the CLPD began to 

call for mandatory reselection of all Labour MPs: 

that all Labour MPs would have to seek the approval 

of local members at every election, not just for their 

first. The similarities between now and then are 

44  Clark, Political parties in the UK, 96
45  Cowley, Philip, and Kavanagh, Dennis, The British General Election of 2015 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 341

striking: mandatory reselection has been a key part 

of the Labour left’s ideology since the 1980s for those 

who were young activists then – Corbyn, McDonnell, 

Abbott and Lansman. Indeed, the CLPD’s most 

notable backer was Tony Benn, whose 1981 deputy 

leadership bid was managed by Jeremy Corbyn. 

Although mandatory reselection was introduced in 

1980, further reforms in 1989 introduced electoral 

colleges, while in 1993 OMOV ballots for candidate 

selection were seen as necessary because ‘the large 

number of ordinary members were perceived to 

be less radical than local activists and the trade 

unions’.44 If anything, this shows us the primacy of 

the leadership and the organisation to the Labour 

movement; it is only when a left-wing leadership has 

seized control of the organisation that the Bennite 

reforms desired in the 1970s and ’80s have come to 

fruition.

From 2001 until 2014, candidates had to be 

approved by Party HQ before they were selected 

by constituencies, allowing for the practice of 

‘parachuting’, that is, the leadership was able to 

enforce its preferred candidates on constituencies. 

Even when Miliband scrapped this practice in 2014 

and allowed members to self-nominate to CLPs who 

were advertising MP vacancies, local party selection 

processes and panels were still overseen by a central 

party official at all stages of the process.45 Clearly, 

here we can draw a link between members, party 

staff and MPs: staff had oversight of candidates 

(who would later become MPs) and control of 

members’ ability to express their preference. In the 

complex anthropology of the party, this link, and 

the perceived debts and resentment it can create, 

cannot be understated. 

It is in recent months, however, that the notion 

of reselection has reappeared in Labour Party 
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discourse as the Corbyn leadership has looked to 

tighten its control of the Party through a reformed 

PLP.  

A recent rule change regarding parliamentary 

selections has brought the debates of the last three 

decades back to the fore in the Party. In 2017, Jeremy 

Corbyn’s Political Secretary Katy Clark was tasked 

with undertaking an internal democracy view, 

examining the democratic functioning of the Labour 

Party at every level including leadership elections, 

the makeup of the NEC and giving members a 

greater say in party policy. Announcing the review, 

Clark said: ‘We want our members to be at the heart 

of our party – to have more power – over policy, how 

we campaign, organise and run our party’.46 The 

review called for mandatory reselection. However, 

this was not approved by the NEC in 2018 who 

instead opted for a reform to the party’s trigger 

ballot process. 

The term ‘trigger ballot’ refers to a vote by branches 

(members) and affiliates (trade unions and socialist 

societies) of CLPs with a sitting Labour MP who 

wishes to re-stand at the next election. It decides 

to let the MP stand as the Labour candidate again 

without needing to face other challengers (referred 

to as ‘the trigger’), or to force the MP to go through 

a full reselection process (referred to as ‘being 

triggered’). All Labour MPs faced a trigger ballot 

before every election between 1992 and 2015. The 

concept was introduced by the moderate wing of the 

party under John Smith after two general elections 

in which all MPs faced mandatory reselection. This 

process had led to 17 deselections in 1983 and seven 

in 1987. The 1980s had been a decade of disunity 

within the party, exacerbated by the SDP split in 

1981, so trigger ballots were brought in to ease the 

threat of reselection on sitting MPs. As a result, 

46  Thousands of submissions pour in for Labour’s democracy review, <https://labourlist.org/2017/12/thousands-of-submissions-
pour-in-for-labours-democracy-review/> [accessed June 2019]

almost all Labour MPs didn’t face a reselection 

battle for six general elections between 1992 and 

2017, when all MPs were automatically imposed as 

candidates (see below). 

While the adoption of a change to the trigger ballot 

process by the NEC in 2018 was seemingly small, 

it appeared to have significant consequences for 

the PLP. In the new process, there is still a ballot of 

party branches (each CLP is divided into branches) 

and of local affiliates (more on these below) whose 

votes are usually cast by national or regional offices 

in the case of unions. However, the winning line 

has drastically changed. In the old process, all votes 

were aggregated together, so if the MP got 50% +1 of 

all votes, they passed the trigger, meaning that in 

many CLPs, union branches could hypothetically 

protect an MP by outvoting the party branches. 

Until recently, all the major unions had a policy 

of voting to reselect the sitting MPs other than in 

very exceptional circumstances in the interests of 

party unity. There is no upper limit on how many 

branches the trades unions and socialist societies 

can affiliate to a CLP, with no requirement that 

any of these branches have any actual members. 

In practice, that means that Labour MPs were 

incredibly unlikely to face a full selection unless they 

had managed to alienate their members, the local 

and national leaderships of the trades unions, and 

were poorly organised. While the unions themselves 

will be discussed later in this chapter, it is notable 

that 2019 saw Unite the Union unsuccessfully move 

to deselect a sitting MP (Ian Murray in Edinburgh 

South). 

The new process established by the NEC 

disaggregates the votes and counts the party 

branches separately to the union and affiliate 

branches. If an MP gets ‘triggered’ by just one third 
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of either branch, they have failed the trigger and 

face a full selection process. For example, an MP 

could be supported by all ten branches of their CLP, 

but if they have three affiliated branches – each from 

a different union – and one of the unions decides 

to trigger them, that’s a third of the affiliate section 

of the vote, and they will be officially triggered. The 

system works on a one-branch-one-vote basis, so a 

small branch with ten members has the same weight 

as a massive one with hundreds. Trade unions 

may affiliate to CLPs as they wish, so the pattern of 

affiliation varies wildly according to local traditions 

and the efforts of unions or indeed MPs to sign up 

affiliates. In London and larger cities, there is often a 

fairly logical pattern of branches being coterminous 

with wards. In less urban areas, however, the party 

encouraged the abolition or merger of branches 

when the membership was smaller, to make more 

viable units. A prime example is Canterbury, which 

has only two branches – one small one for the town 

of Whitstable and one for the rest of the CLP. If the 

Whitstable branch votes for the trigger, that’s more 

than one third of two branches, even though it may 

be less than one third of the members, and the MP 

would face a full reselection in which the winning 

post drops from two-thirds to half the vote after 

transfers. 

This system perfectly demonstrates the delicate 

balance of power and relationships between several 

of the Labour Party’s strata. The Parliamentarians 

must balance fealty to a leadership who command 

the majority of member support with deference 

to local members and the trade unions. The 

interplay of all four groups mentioned has the 

ability to significantly affect the party’s political 

direction: MPs vocally critical of the leadership 

may well lose the confidence of local members, or 

47  Momentum announces drive to help Labour members deselect MPs,   <https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jul/12/
momentum-drive-labour-members-deselect-mps> [accessed July 2019]
48  Interview with Labour MP July 2019 

be triggered by trade unions who not only donate 

significant financial clout to the party but, as will be 

demonstrated below, hold significant sway over the 

party’s policy. 

2019, however, produced curious results. With the 

majority of Labour’s members having joined in 2015 

and 2016, traditional left-wing narratives about 

betrayal by leaders, MPs and councillors became 

commonplace, as with Diane Abbott’s intervention 

mentioned above. A culture of members versus 

office holders and the fear of deselection may 

have motivated the actions of many MPs who 

may otherwise have chosen to be publicly more 

critical of the leadership. Indeed, the influential 

campaign group Momentum’s drive to vote for full 

selection processes in all Labour-held seats only 

fuelled this atmosphere of fear.47 Given the earlier 

discussion on the makeup and homogeneity of 

party members as opposed to the electorate at large, 

this drive for direct democracy could have long-

lasting implications for representative politics in 

the UK. It demonstrates the growing importance of 

the relationship between MPs, the leadership and 

members within the Labour Party. 

However, the result of this has been unexpected. 

Only six MPs were successfully triggered in the 

runup to the 2019 election. Of those, two (Margaret 

Hodge and Diana Johnson) were reselected by 

their CLP, while the snap election, forcing the NEC 

to abandon trigger ballots, meant that not one 

Labour MP was deselected by local parties. During 

the course of interviews for this paper, more than 

one Labour MP mentioned that they had been 

‘organising hard’ in their own constituencies since 

Corbyn’s ascension to the leadership, so perhaps this 

should not come as a big surprise.48 It would appear 
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that although ‘Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour, like the old 

party it replaced, uses the rule book as a weapon 

with which to beat its rivals’, its rivals will remain 

MPs and unless significant gains are made at the 

general election, the next PLP will remain on the 

whole politically opposed to its leadership.49 

This serves to demonstrate the fragile anthropology 

that exists between MPs, members, the leadership, 

the trade unions and pressure groups. Where 

seats are not held by the Labour Party, the usual 

process involves an application to CLPs who draw 

up longlists. Candidates are interviewed by CLP 

executives; the shortlisted candidates are then put 

to a meeting of all members for a final decision. 

However, the snap elections of 2017 and 2019 have 

seen the party invest emergency powers in the NEC, 

allowing it to take the central decision to cease 

all CLP shortlisting (see the appendix for 2017’s 

process). Instead, the NEC themselves have drawn 

up shortlists which are then put to CLPs featuring 

candidates with one clear frontrunner who often 

receives the informal backing (and funding) of 

pressure groups and trade unions. The subsequent 

relationship between members, who have been 

promised more democracy, and the NEC who have 

imposed their preferred candidates is a further 

instance that may define the party’s direction. The 

members, who in recent times have strayed from the 

leadership’s position on Brexit, have been denied 

their democratic function by an NEC increasingly 

controlled by the Leader of the Opposition’s Office 

(LOTO).50 This tactic allows the leadership to 

successfully secure the candidacy of those is deems 

politically aligned to its own ideology, another 

example of the way party structures and rules can be 

used to manipulate the party’s direction for years to 

come.  

49  Many Labour MPs will be happy for Corbyn to lose if they can reclaim the party form the left, <https://www.newstatesman.com/
politics/uk/2019/10/many-labour-mps-will-be-happy-corbyn-lose-if-they-can-reclaim-party-left> [accessed 2019]
50  Interview with Labour member of staff May 2019

The Parliamentary Conservative Party

In stark contrast with the Labour Party, the 

anthropology of the Conservative Party is relatively 

simple. Unlike the Labour Party, Conservative MPs 

must seldom balance the same concerns that their 

Labour colleagues do when it comes to managing 

members. Much of this owes to the party’s top-

down approach: it is much easier for a leadership 

grouping in the Conservative Party to dominate 

every strata than it is for any Labour leader. Perhaps 

this goes some way to explaining the Conservative 

Party’s continued status as Britain’s most electorally 

successful force: the ability to instil unity within 

its ranks allows it to focus on electoral concerns 

and policy offerings. Conversely, it is telling that 

Labour’s most electorally successful leader was the 

one who was most successful at marginalising many 

of the power players in his party.  

Significantly, it is the issue of Europe that has 

provoked the greatest dissent in the party and has 

come to alter the direction of the party in 2019. The 

recent withdrawal of the whip from 21 of its own MPs 

over the issue demonstrates the way in which the 

current iteration of the Conservative Party places the 

utmost importance on loyalty to the leadership. This 

ruthlessness has typified the Conservative approach 

to party management for some time. Whereas the 

Labour Party’s detailed rules and constitutional 

infighting dictate that major change in the party 

requires significant internal debate between the 

party’s power brokers, the Conservative approach is 

quite different. The most recent leadership contests 

demonstrate this contrast perfectly. 

On 11 July 2016, Angela Eagle announced her 

candidacy for the Labour leadership, while Owen 

Smith did so on 13 July. Due to the formalities of 
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Labour leadership elections (outlined below), the 

contest was not concluded until 75 days later on 24 

September. The most recent Conservative leadership 

campaign, however, lasted just 44 days, allowing 

a month for membership ballots. This contrasting 

approach is not insignificant. 

According to Tim Bale, the Conservative Party 

has often been seen as unrepresentative of the 

population as a whole.51 Cameron’s A-list was 

an attempt to reform this, seeking to elect more 

women and people from minority backgrounds to 

Parliament. However, nothing typifies the top-down 

nature of the Conservative Party more than the 

retirements we have seen at the dissolution of the 

2017 Parliament, the bulk of whom disagree with 

the political direction of the leadership. Although 

Boris Johnson has been Prime Minister for a very 

short amount of time, his party has already begun 

a dramatic transformation. Of those standing 

down as MPs before the 2019 election, a significant 

proportion belong to the One Nation Conservative 

group whose ideology was prevalent under 

Cameron.52 Particularly interesting is the fact that at 

the start of the 2019 election campaign, the female 

Conservative MPs standing down are on average 

thirteen years younger than male retirees and have 

been MPs for ten years fewer.53 This suggests a 

radical attitude shift from Cameron’s reforms.

Like the Labour Party, groupings within the 

Parliamentary Conservative Party are an essential 

part of the party’s anthropology. Recent years have 

seen the rise of the ERG as a force which has used 

51  Bale, Tim, The Conservatives since 1945: The Drivers of Party Change (OUP, 2012), 115
52  General Election 2019: Nicky Morgan in exodus of moderate Tory MPs, <https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/general-election-
2019-morgan-in-exodus-of-moderate-tory-mps-zx7wdxknn> [accessed November 2019]
53  Tweet from Sunder Katwala, < https://twitter.com/sundersays/status/1189667486540685313> [accessed October 2019]
54  Most Conservative members would see party destroyed to achieve Brexit, <https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-
reports/2019/06/18/most-conservative-members-would-see-party-destroye> [accessed June 2019]
55  Low, Matthew, Parliamentary candidate selection in the Conservative Party: The meaning of reform for party members and 
membership parties (British Politics, vol.9, 4, 2014), 401
56  Clark, Political Parties in the UK, 68

the Brexit issue to leverage control over the leader of 

the party, eventually coordinating a no-confidence 

vote which instigated Theresa May’s departure. The 

ascendancy of this group has, as above, come at the 

expense not only of the 21 pro-Remain Conservatives 

who had the whip withdrawn, but at the expense of 

several ‘moderate’ Conservatives who will not stand 

for re-election in 2019. During the course of the 2017 

Parliament, the relationship between the party’s 

membership and MPs became more pertinent 

than in many years. Remain-backing MPs Dominic 

Grieve and Phillip Lee lost non-binding votes of no 

confidence by their local Conservative Associations, 

while Anna Soubry, Nick Boles, Heidi Allen and 

Sarah Wollaston all faced deselection threats before 

their defections. Much of this has been driven by 

Brexit, with polling finding that successful delivery 

of Brexit was more important to members than the 

continued existence of the party itself.54

Traditionally, candidate selection procedures were 

the preserve of local Conservative associations. 

Candidates would apply directly to associations who 

would shortlist three or four for the membership to 

vote on. Since the Cameron leadership, however, we 

have seen the increasing centralisation of candidate 

selection in the Conservative Party, as outlined in 

the first part of this paper, much to the dismay of 

the membership who saw candidate selection as 

one of their central powers.55 A 2009 survey of 1900 

members found that 79% saw local associations as 

the best placed for candidate selection.56 In 2019, 

we have seen this tension reaffirmed with situations 
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such as the imposed shortlist in Devizes, where local 

activists have circulated their objection to Danny 

Kruger, a Downing Street adviser, online.57

However, the party is constituted in such a way that 

Conservative MPs do not face quite the threat from 

members that affect the Labour Party. One of the 

most noteworthy reforms of the A-list programme 

was its widening of the franchise: all target seats and 

Conservative-held seats were expected to involve the 

local community in their selection process, whether 

through holding an open primary selection, which 

is open to all registered voters in the constituency 

and not just members, or somehow involving local 

opinion leaders. Again, this significantly lessened 

the influence Conservative members have over their 

representative, instead focussing on appealing to 

the wider electorate. 

When a Conservative MP wishes to re-stand for 

Parliament, it is usually a matter of formality. The 

incumbent must apply in writing to their local 

party’s executive council to be selected to run again 

in the next election. They may send this letter at 

any time during a parliament, but the executive can 

also request it. The executive subsequently holds 

a secret ballot to vote on whether or not to choose 

the individual again. If the MP loses this vote, they 

may request that the entire membership of the local 

party votes on whether or not to keep them via a 

postal vote, allowing the MP to make their case in 

writing to members. Alternatively, they may request 

their automatic addition to the list of potential 

candidates nominated by the local candidate 

selection committee, which is then whittled down to 

two by the executive. These two candidates are put 

to a general meeting which all local members can 

attend for the selection of the candidate. 

It is significant that almost all of the changes to 

57  Tweet from Harry Cole, < https://twitter.com/MrHarryCole/status/1191785057763176449/photo/1> [accessed November 2019]

the rules regarding the selection and deselection 

of Conservative MPs have, over time, taken power 

away from the party membership. It stands in stark 

contrast to the procedures of the Labour Party and 

allows the leadership to mould the parliamentary 

party with notably greater ease. Indeed, changes 

to the rules of the party have often, as with the 

A-list, been aimed at improving the party’s overall 

image or electability, in this case with the intention 

of presenting a more diverse, modern party or in 

recent weeks with the intention of ensuring loyalty 

to Boris Johnson’s Brexit plans. 

It is not just in their relationships with the members 

that Conservative MPs differ from the Labour Party. 

While Labour Party MPs are relatively detached 

from the party organisation in any formal sense, 

Conservative MPs have quite a different experience. 

The Labour Party organisation, discussed below, is 

headed up by the General Secretary, appointed by 

the Party’s NEC. With a current Corbynite majority 

on the NEC, the links between the organisation 

and the leadership have been strengthened, 

but this has not always been the case. With the 

Conservative Party, however, the organisation 

is run by a Chairman who is either an MP or 

a peer. The Chairman is responsible for party 

administration and overseeing the work of CCHQ, 

comprising a formal link between the leadership, 

the parliamentary party, and the professional wing 

of the party. Furthermore, the Chairman is usually 

a member of the Cabinet who holds a sinecure 

position. The chairman is appointed by the leader, 

lending yet further credence to the top-down, 

leadership-orientation of the party. Further MPs are 

appointed as vice-chairmen responsible for various 

functions within the party, such as youth. The 

Party’s national governing body, the Conservative 

Party Board, which is responsible for organisational 
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matters such as fundraising, membership, 

candidates and internal elections consists of 21 

people, eight of whom are MPs, one a peer and one 

an MEP. 

The Conservative Party’s parliamentary wing has 

significantly different concerns and a radically 

different anthropology to that of the Labour Party. 

It is pointedly less inward-facing, and although 

perceptions of the parties are universally poor, this 

may go some way to explaining its continued polling 

lead over the Labour Party, particularly with regards 

to competence in government. As with the Labour 

Party, the relationship between the Parliamentary 

Party and the other groupings within the wider party 

constitute perhaps the most significant driver of 

party behaviour, and as such the remainder of this 

chapter will inevitably focus on the other parts of the 

parties through the prism of the discussions above. 

Party Leadership
In 2019, British politics – and particularly election 

campaigns – are conducted in a presidential 

manner. A great deal of focus is on the leader, their 

background and politics. In the last few years, 

immense attention has been paid to Jeremy Corbyn’s 

history of support for various organisations, Boris 

Johnson’s schooling and so on. When it comes to 

election campaigns, the parties attempt to direct 

public attention on their leadership through a series 

of televised debates. This phenomenon has arisen in 

spite, not as a result of, leaders’ approval ratings in 

recent years. Taking an average of polling conducted 

in October and November 2019, Boris Johnson has 

an average net approval rating of -2.25% with an all-

58  General election leaflets: Strong and stable May and Corbyn as a warning, <https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/
may/19/general-election-leaflets-strong-and-stable-may-and-corbyn-as-a-warning#img-3> [accessed June 2019]
59  Tweet from Liberal Democrat press team <https://twitter.com/LibDemPress/status/1192003069380300804/photo/1> [accessed 
November 2019]
60  Election 2017: Joan Ryan’s Enfield North letter spoke for all Labour MPs <https://www.onlondon.co.uk/election-2017-joan-ryan-
enfield-north-letter-spoke-for-all-london-labour-candidates/> [accessed October 2019]

time high of +6% and low of    -23%. Jeremy Corbyn, 

meanwhile, consistently polls as the least popular 

Labour leader amongst voters for over 45 years, 

with an average net approval of -42%, a high of -36% 

and a low of -60%. He has not recorded a positive 

approval rating since December 2017.

Nevertheless, campaign literature often emphasises 

the leader’s credentials, regardless of constituency: 

in 2017, Conservative leaflets across the country 

emphasised Theresa May’s ‘strong and stable 

leadership’,58 while in 2019 the Liberal Democrats 

have branded themselves as ‘Jo Swinson’s Liberal 

Democrats’.59 Even with Jeremy Corbyn’s apparent 

unpopularity with voters, the Party has emphasised 

his leadership with mass rallies. The only notable 

exception in recent times occurred during the 

election of 2017 where, according to Labour staff, 

the organisation instructed candidates to focus 

on their personal successes and to avoid the topic 

of the Corbyn leadership when talking to voters. 

Nothing typified this more than a letter sent to 

the constituents of Enfield North by then-Labour 

candidate Joan Ryan who acknowledged ‘misgivings 

about the Labour leadership’.60 Despite this, 2019 

promises to be another campaign focused on the 

competencies and politics of each party leadership, 

and so it is important to understand their place 

within the anthropology of each party.

It is also important to note that the term ‘leadership’ 

refers not only to the leader him or herself, but to 

those politically aligned and closest to the leader. 

With the support of the parliamentary party so vital 

to the success of both leaders, a circle around the 

leader themselves can reasonably be referred to as 
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the ‘leadership’. Figures such as John McDonnell 

and Diane Abbott, for example, are politically 

supportive of the party’s leader in disputes with 

the parliamentary party and hold great sway over 

the decision’s taken by the leader’s office. Any 

subsequent discussion of the ‘leadership’ of the two 

parties will therefore refer not just to the leaders 

themselves, but to the grouping that surrounds 

them.

The Leadership of the Labour Party

According to Clark, the Labour Party has an ‘uneasy 

relationship with the idea of leadership’.61 As 

demonstrated above, the leadership’s relationship 

with the Parliamentary party can do a great deal 

to determine both the direction of the party and 

its electoral success. The party has often thought 

nothing of engaging in debate, internal conflicts 

between the left and right and criticisms of the 

leadership which have made the party at times 

difficult to lead. The conflicts between leadership 

and parliamentary party that we are currently 

seeing in the party follow this pattern. 

The beginnings of the leadership’s current place 

in the party’s anthropology can be traced back 

to Blair. Heffernan goes as far as suggesting that 

Blair ‘significantly reworked the template of 

modern political party leadership’.62 When Blair 

succeeded where Gaitskill had failed in 1959 by 

rewriting Clause IV, he fundamentally rewrote the 

anthropology of the party, prioritising electoral 

success despite some members’ opposition (a 

tension outlined perfectly in Gaye Johnston’s 

book New Labour).63 He set the leadership against 

many members and trade unions, establishing the 

61  Clark, Political parties in the UK, 85
62  Heffernan, Robert in ed. Seldon, Mark, Blair’s Britain 1997-2007 (CUP, 2007), 163
63  Johnston, Gaye, New Labour: Was the gain worth the continuing pain? (CreateSpace, 2016)
64  Clark, Political parties in the UK, 90

primacy of the leadership grouping. Furthermore, 

he reformed party structures by downgrading the 

powers of Conference and introducing the new 

policy forum system of policy making which the 

party still uses today. His electoral success only 

served to intensify the autonomy of the leadership.64 

It is against that backdrop that we must view – 

and contrast – the leadership of Jeremy Corbyn. 

As discussed earlier, Jeremy Corbyn’s ascension 

can in large part be attributed to Ed Miliband’s 

decision to widen the franchise and allow registered 

supporters and an OMOV system for electing Labour 

leaders. Miliband’s victory was itself significant 

in this process. He had trailed his brother, David, 

throughout the 2010 leadership contest, winning 

in the final ballot because of the influence of the 

union vote and second preferences from other 

candidates. As outlined above, the Labour vote was 

until 2015 split into three electoral colleges: the 

trade unions, the membership and the PLP. This 

was the first time that the elements of the electoral 

college had differed, leading to questions over its 

continued relevance. The resultant controversy 

over the party’s trade union links which had been 

repressed under Blair resulted in the Collins Review 

in 2014. This looked at the unions’ role in leadership 

selection and introduced new rules which stated 

that when a vacancy arose, candidates would need 

to be nominated by 15% of the PLP, up from 12.5% 

previously. Challenges to sitting leaders still needed 

to be nominated by 20% of the PLP (although in 2016 

we saw the NEC exercise its power to automatically 

include Corbyn on the leadership ballot as the 

incumbent leader without the need for MP 

nominations). Most importantly, the Collins Review 

abolished the electoral college. Every member, 
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registered supporter and affiliated trade union 

member would receive one equally weighted vote. 

The consequences of Miliband’s introduction 

of OMOV went beyond the election of Jeremy 

Corbyn. Firstly, by widening the franchise to 

include registered supporters who paid £3 for the 

right to vote, the party was exposed to entryism 

and electoral malpractice. Staff claim that a high 

number of registered supporters were ineligible to 

vote due to their support for other parties, leading 

to a situation in which the organisation had to bar 

a number of supporters from taking part in the 

leadership election of 2016.65 Furthermore, the trade 

unions were aware of the opportunity this presented 

to enrol large numbers of their own members in 

the affiliate category in an attempt to influence the 

result.66 Further changes to the leadership rules 

were made by the current leadership at Conference 

2017; following pressure from Momentum, the 

PLP nomination threshold was lowered to 10%. 

Contenders also require the support of 5% of CLPs 

or 5% of trade unions and affiliates. Given the 

strained relations between the Corbyn leadership 

and his PLP outlined already, it is hard to see this 

move as anything other than an attempt to secure an 

ideologically adjacent successor. 

In the complex anthropology of the Labour Party, the 

leadership’s relationships often define its direction. 

Indeed, one of the defining features of the current 

Labour leadership is the way in which it has seized 

control of every strata of the party: the NEC and 

organisation have a pro-Corbyn majority allowing 

rulebook alterations, the unions work closely with 

the leadership and the members are supportive of 

65  Interview with Labour member of staff June 2019
66  Quinn, Thomas, The British Labour Party’s leadership election of 2015, <https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/74374597.pdf> 
[accessed June 2019]
67  Bale, Pelotti and Webb, Grassroots: Britain’s party members, 21
68  Jezza’s Bezzas : Labour’s new members, <https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/tim-bale/jeremy-corbyn-labour-
membership_b_10713634.html> [accessed August 2019]; and Interview with Labour member of staff June 2019

the leadership. Its dealings with the PLP have been 

covered above, but what has changed in recent 

years is the relationship between the leadership, 

the membership and the trade unions. With Jeremy 

Corbyn’s second leadership victory in 2016, he 

secured 61.8% of the vote, up from 59.5% in 2015. 

This affirmed his strong support amongst the party’s 

membership which remains steadfast today. The 

Party Membership Project tells us that a belief in the 

leadership was the third most important motivation 

for joining members. Only supporting the party’s 

policies and opposing rival policies scored more 

highly.67 During the 2015 leadership campaign, 

the pressure group Momentum was established by 

Bennite activist Jon Lansman in order to support 

Corbyn’s candidacy. Momentum has shown itself 

to have significant sway within the Labour Party. 

It was as a result of its lobbying that the leadership 

rules were changed, and its ever-growing member 

base has allowed it to have a louder voice in 

internal debates; Lansman now sits on the Party’s 

NEC. Furthermore, Momentum’s prowess when it 

comes to digital campaigning has engaged a wider 

audience of Corbyn supporters and has allowed 

the leadership, through its links to media outriders 

such as The Skwawkbox, Novara and the Unite-funded 

LabourList to ensure sustained pressure on the PLP.68 

In this way, the leadership has effectively been able 

to rewrite the anthropology of the Party such that 

it has reduced the efficacy of MPs who are wary of 

crossing a membership devoted to Jeremy Corbyn 

for fear of repercussions. This new dynamic could 

yet have long-lasting implications for political 

leadership in the coming years, and it relies upon a 

more direct form of democracy than leaderships of 
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the past.

It is the Labour leadership’s links to the trade 

unions that are the most salient when examining 

the inner workings of the Labour Party. The primary 

link is a historic one. The Labour Party was created 

by the trade unions and socialist societies in 1900 

who historically held significant sway, particularly 

over leadership selection. However, they were 

marginalised under Blair such that the RMT and 

Fire Brigades Union disaffiliated from the party. The 

nature of affiliation means that the unions pay an 

annual fee to the party and in return, they and their 

members receive affiliated membership. The unions 

between them select 12 of the 32 members of the 

NEC and elect 50% of the delegates to Conference. 

Clearly, their financial contribution is important, as 

seen in fig.14. 

69  Labour election campaign ‘funded almost entirely by union donations’, <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/18/labour-
election-campaign-funded-almost-entirely-union-donations/> [accessed July 2019]
70  Karie Murphy moves out, <https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2019/10/karie-murphy-moves-out> [accessed October 
2019]

As in the 1970s, it is their political power that has 

grown. Between them, the Unions hold over a third 

of the seats on the NEC which oversees the party’s 

management. Foremost amongst them is Unite the 

Union, Labour’s biggest financial backer.69 In recent 

years, the links between the Labour leadership and 

Unite, though no more formalised than with any 

other trade unions, have had a significant impact on 

the party’s direction. This relationship is pivotal to 

understanding the anthropology of the Labour Party. 

According to Patrick Maguire, ‘what the Labour 

leader says or does is best understood as deriving 

from the influence of four members of his inner 

circle: Len McCluskey, Andrew Murray, Seumas 

Milne and Karie Murphy’.70 Throughout the course 

of interviews conducted for this paper, staff attested 

to the sway these four names have over the direction 

Fig.14: Financial contributions to the Labour Party, 2016 (Source: Channel 4 Factcheck)
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of the party.71 It should not be seen as a coincidence, 

then, that Murphy, Murray and General Secretary 

Jennie Formby were all seconded to LOTO from 

senior roles at Unite and McCluskey remains its 

General Secretary. While the split between the PLP 

and the leadership has created a membership versus 

MPs culture, Unite have exacerbated these tensions 

with several interventions from McCluskey in which 

he describes MPs as ‘traitors’.72 73 It has attempted to 

intervene in pushing for the deselection of an MP for 

the first time in decades in Edinburgh, harking back 

to the infamous Falkirk scandal which implicated 

Karie Murphy under Miliband’s leadership. 

Furthermore, Unite’s power can be seen in its 

influence over party political policy. Its opposition 

to a second referendum despite the wishes of party 

members tells us a lot about Labour’s subsequent 

reluctance to follow this path.74 Indeed, it is telling 

that among those within LOTO who support the 

delivery of Brexit, all but Seumas Milne and Jeremy 

Corbyn himself have links to Unite. 

The approach of Corbyn’s leadership, when 

contrasted with his predecessors, tells us a great deal 

about the changeable nature of the Labour Party. 

Where a succession of leaders from Kinnock to Blair 

sought to marginalise parts of the Party’s structure 

in order to widen their electoral appeal, Corbyn’s 

leadership has sought to democratise the party, 

though in doing so, has tightened the left’s grip on 

the party to an extent that no previous leadership 

has achieved. His links to the trade unions are 

71  Interview with Labour member of staff June 2019
72  Len McCluskey slams Labour ‘traitors’ as he insists the party did win election, <https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/political-
parties/labour-party/news/89265/len-mccluskey-slams-labour-traitors-he-insists> [accessed May 2019]
73  Len McCluskey: Anti-Semitism claims are “mood music” used to undermine Corbyn, https://labourlist.org/2017/09/len-mccluskey-
labour-anti-semitism-claims-are-mood-music-used-to-undermine-corbyn/ [accessed May 2019]
74  Brexit: Union digs heels in against shift in. Labour policy, <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-labour-party-
union-unite-jeremy-corbyn-len-mccluskey-remain-leave-a8972946.html> [accessed June 2019]
75  Hayton, Richard and Heppell, Timothy, The quiet man of British politics: The rise, fall and significance of Iain Duncan Smith 
(Parliamentary Affairs, vol.63, 3, July 2010), 430
76  Quinn, Thomas, Leasehold or Freehold? Leader-eviction rules in the British Conservative and Labour parties (Political Studies, 
vol.53, 12, February 2005), 804

reminiscent of Foot’s leadership, although arguably 

the trade unions now hold more sway over the 

direction of the Party than ever before. All this goes 

to show the delicate balance of power within the 

party, the way its structures can be manipulated 

according to the agenda of its power brokers, and 

the way in which control of the leadership can, 

ironically, dominate the party’s direction, regardless 

of any claims of internal democracy. 

The Leadership of the Conservative 
Party

The rules governing the leadership of the 

Conservative Party are more fluid than those of 

the Labour Party, and rely far more on the support 

of the Parliamentary Party. Several commentators 

including Hayton and Heppell have commented on 

the fact that the ‘compromise candidate’ has often 

become the eventual winner of many Conservative 

leadership contests. Those that have the fewest 

opponents will often perform better than those with 

the most supporters.75 Unlike in the Labour Party, 

Conservative leaders are judged and selected almost 

entirely on their electoral appeal and success. As 

Quinn puts it, Conservative leaders hold on to their 

position on what he refers to as a ‘leasehold’ basis; 

that is, they are subject to a challenge if they are 

seen to be underperforming in an electoral sense.76 

Nowhere is this more evident than in the case of 

Theresa May who, after losing her majority at the 

2017 election, seldom looked secure in her post, and 
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the notion that she would not fight the subsequent 

election became common thought in the party. 

The end of May’s tenure and the ascendancy of 

Johnson demonstrate perfectly the fluidity of 

Conservative rules around the leadership from 

which we can draw conclusions about the Party’s 

outlook. Where 20% of Labour MPs are required 

to trigger a no confidence vote in their leader, just 

15% of Tory MPs must write to the 1922 Committee 

Chair to trigger a contest. The 1922 rules are flexible: 

under Michael Spicer, no-confidence letters 

required annual renewal, but they now remain on 

file unless withdrawn. Should the number reach 

the 15% threshold, the 1922 Chairman will consult 

with the leader and determine a date of a confidence 

vote ‘as soon as possible in the circumstances 

prevailing’.77 If the leader wins a majority in the 

subsequent ballot, they remain in office and are 

rewarded with a year’s immunity. If they lose, they 

are obliged to resign (unlike a Labour leader) and 

are barred from standing in the leadership election 

that follows. 

During the leadership election, it is no longer 

possible for MPs to stand as a ‘stalking horse’ (as 

Anthony Meyer did against Thatcher). Until 1998, 

MPs only required a proposer and a seconder to 

initiate a leadership contest. But under rule changes 

introduced by William Hague, MPs must now wait 

until a leader loses a confidence vote or resigns 

before standing. Candidates are eliminated in 

successive MP ballots until only two remain to face 

the membership. The rules governing the principles 

of leadership contests are set out in the party 

constitution, but crucially, the rules are agreed by 

the executive of the 1922 Committee at the start of 

77  Leadership Elections: Conservative Party, < https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/
SN01366#fullreport> [accessed August 2019]
78  Conservative Campaign for Democracy, <https://www.conservativepartydemocracy.com/our-campaign> [accessed October 
2019]

each contest in consultation with the Party Board. 

In 2019, we saw the 1922’s power when they adopted 

a rule change which required candidates to secure 

the support of eight MPs in order to put their names 

forward, then the support of at least 5% of MPs 

in the first ballot and 10% in the second ballot in 

order to proceed. It is this flexibility in rule making 

that allows the party to be so ruthlessly efficient in 

selecting leaders.

Once elected, a Conservative leader has far fewer 

internal relationships to manage than their Labour 

equivalent. Although the beginning of Boris 

Johnson’s premiership has been marked by division 

and the collapse of his foothold in Parliament, we 

can reasonably expect that if he is successful in 

winning the 2019 election, his place at the top of 

the Conservative Party, and ability to dictate its 

agenda, will be secure. His relationship with the 

Party will continue to define his success, particularly 

with the issue of Brexit yet to be resolved, but if 

we accept Quinn’s premise that electoral success is 

the yardstick, this would ensure his longevity. The 

Conservative Party’s rulebook is such that it does not 

rely on outside power brokers in the way the Labour 

Party does. The leadership dominates the party 

entirely without recourse to internal democracy. 

While the Campaign for Conservative Democracy 

exists, it is revealing that its objectives remain ‘fairer 

leadership elections, an elected party chairman and 

an empowered membership’.78 As such, the major 

considerations facing the leader are maintaining the 

backing of his or her parliamentary party – where 

Theresa May failed – and ensuring maintained 

electability. The presence of advisers is another 

important relationship that will be explored below. 

Once again, this process stands in stark contrast to 



35

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

Labour’s leadership rules, and attests to the notion 

that the Conservative Party is constituted with the 

sole purpose of supporting its party in government. 

Party Organisations: 
Policy-Making and the 
Professional Wing 
This final section will look at the last major piece 

of the parties’ anthropologies: the relationship 

between the parties’ professional organisation, their 

membership and the policy-making process.

The Labour Party

The day-to-day running of the Labour Party’s 

organisation is overseen by its National Executive 

Committee who employ staff in its headquarters. 

The NEC’s 39-strong makeup is as follows:

• Chair

• Vice Chair

• Leader of the Party

• Deputy Leader of the Party

• Treasurer

• 3 (Opposition) Front Bench positions nominated 

by the (Shadow) Cabinet

• Representative of Scottish Labour

• Representative of Welsh Labour 

• Leader of the Labour Party in the European 

Parliament

• Young Labour representative elected by Young 

Labour members

• Representative of BAME Labour

• 13 Trade Union representatives (from Unison, 

Unite, TSSA, Bakers, USDAW, CWU, GMB, FBU, 

ASLEF, USDAW)

• Representative from the Socialist Societies 

(BAME Labour, Chinese for Labour, Christians 

on the Left, Disability Labour, Fabian Society, 

Jewish Labour Movement, Labour Animal 

Welfare Society, Labour Business, Labour 

Campaign for International Development, 

Labour Housing Group, Labour Movement 

Group, Labour Movement for Europe, Labour 

Party Irish Society, Labour Women’s Network, 

LGBT Labour, National Union of Labour 

and Socialist Clubs, Scientists for Labour, 

Socialist Educational Association, Socialist 

Environmental and Resources Association 

(SERA), Socialist Health Association, Society of 

Labour Lawyers).

• 9 CLP representative elected by members

• 2 representatives of Labour councillors

• 3 representatives of the PLP 

The secretary of the NEC is the party’s General 

Secretary, who heads up all staffing and 

organisational decisions. The NEC is broken up 

into sub-committees covering equalities, business, 

organisation, discipline (Disputes) and party audit. 

The NEC Officers Committee, comprising of 9 NEC 

members, is its highest decision-making body. 

Since 2015, the leadership has succeeded in 

securing a majority of Corbyn supporters on the 

NEC, allowing it to extend its reach into all parts of 

Labour’s anthropology. In doing so, it has found it 

much easier to create the political change it wishes 

to implement. The Disputes Panel of the NEC in 

particular has become a battleground in recent 

years as accusations of anti-Semitism put before 

it, often against high profile members such as Ken 

Livingstone, have been met with claims of political 

motivation from supporters of the leadership. This 

issue has brought the Party’s internal frictions into 
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the open, resulting into an Equality and Human 

Rights Commission investigation inquiring into 

prejudice within the Party. The NEC’s power and 

subsequent ability to shape the party’s direction is 

significant. During the last two election campaigns, 

emergency powers invested in the NEC have allowed 

them to oversee all candidate selections. In 2017, 

candidates in seats where a sitting Labour MP was 

not seeking re-election were decided by panels 

of three NEC members, allowing the pro-Corbyn 

grouping to enforce candidates such as Laura 

Pidcock or Lloyd Russel-Moyle who were supportive 

of the leadership. This practice has continued in a 

more intensified manner in 2019.

In the second half of 2019, the NEC decided 

to prioritise trigger ballots of sitting MPs over 

candidate selection in non-Labour seats, pausing 

candidate selection altogether. In a move intended 

to favour candidates with strong ties to unions and 

the leadership, NEC Officers decided that the NEC 

would shortlist candidates directly, rather than 

via the longer process of selection committees, 

explaining to prospective candidates that ‘we 

are very likely to find ourselves with a general 

election over the next few weeks’.79 The shortlisting 

panels were made up of NEC members, regional 

board representatives (below) and local party 

representatives. It is notable that in the resultant 

shortlists, several names of high-profile members 

known to be supportive of the leadership, such as 

79  Labour change Parliamentary selection rules in boost for Jeremy Corbyn <https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/
staggers/2019/09/labour-change-parliamentary-selection-rules-boost-jeremy-corbyn> [accessed September 2019] 
80 Stop the stitchup, <https://www.liverpoolecho.co.uk/news/liverpool-news/stop-stitch-up-scores-labour-17084302> [accessed 
October 2019]; Labour accused of student union politics in candidate row, <https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/nov/06/
labour-accused-of-student-union-politics-in-candidate-row> [accessed October 2019]; Labour reopens applications for Ilford South, 
<https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/oct/05/labour-reopens-applications-for-ilford-south> [accessed October 2019]; 
Shadow Minister Naz Shah to launch legal action against Labour Party over West Midlands Mayor candidate SalmaYaqoob, <https://
www.itv.com/news/2019-10-21/shadow-minister-naz-shah-to-launch-legal-action-against-labour-party-over-west-midlands-mayor-
candidate-salma-yaqoob/> [accessed October 2019]
81  Labour Party annual report 2019, < http://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/NEC-Annual-Report-2019.pdf> 
[accessed June 2019]
82  Interview with Labour member of staff June 2019

Claudia Webbe and Katy Clark, appeared on more 

than one constituency shortlist. A further row 

broke out when it transpired that Rebecca Long-

Bailey, MP for Salford and Eccles, would be involved 

in choosing shortlisted candidates for seats in 

London. Although a member of the NEC, it is more 

pertinent that Long-Bailey has long been touted, 

according to several staff members, as Corbyn’s 

eventual successor. The leadership’s attempts to 

enforce candidates by keeping local candidates off 

the shortlist in seats such as West Derby, Bassetlaw, 

Ilford South and for the West Midlands Metro 

Mayoral election have caused further tensions 

within the party, but fundamentally demonstrate 

the role of the NEC in driving the party’s direction, 

particularly when it is aligned to the leadership.80 

The NEC is responsible for party (not parliamentary) 

staff, with the organisation spending £18.5 million 

on 441 staff in 2018.81 Amongst those are the 

Regional Directors who, along with the NEC oversee 

candidate selection and campaigns in regions of 

the UK. There are a number of additional roles that 

play a vital part in the party’s behaviour and public 

perception, such as the governance staff who guard 

and implement the party’s rulebook.82 However, 

most notable to the anthropology of the party are 

its senior advisers. The advisers are important 

to understanding the Party’s behaviour for two 

reasons. First, as outlined above, a great many MPs 

who have gone on to become senior government 



37

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

ministers started their careers as advisers for their 

respective parties. Secondly, they have a significant 

say over party policy. In an age of increasing access 

to information, it is more difficult for advisers to 

maintain the anonymity they used to enjoy. As such, 

many outside of Labour circles are familiar with 

names such as Seumas Milne, the man broadly 

considered as the intellectual driver of Jeremy 

Corbyn’s party.83 Such advisers have the ability to 

shape the party’s behaviour. Their tendency to move 

into the Parliamentary party is a vital method of 

ensuring the longevity of that leadership’s ideology. 

It is notable that in both parties, over 50 of the 

2017 MP intake had worked for the party in some 

capacity prior to entering Parliament. It is important 

to note the ways in which individuals can acquire 

influential roles within party structures. 

In the Labour Party, where there are a number of 

distinct groupings which can rightly claim to have 

influence on the party’s direction, alignment to 

one of them can allow members of staff to gain 

influence. We will call the acquisition of influence 

within one grouping localised influence. If, 

subsequently, the grouping within which they 

have influence gains political clout within the 

party more widely, which we will call structural 

influence, that individual will therefore have 

power to affect the party’s direction. There are a 

number of ways in which members of the Labour 

Party can gain influence over the party’s structures. 

One such example is provided by the alumni of 

Labour Students, the organisation which until 2019 

was the official student wing of the Labour Party. 

Whilst ordinarily, students would not be expected 

by the public to be able to exert much influence 

over political parties, Labour Students employed 

83  Leave ideologue Dominic Cummings and Corbyn’s firebrand Seumas Milne: The twin powers pulling the strings, <https://www.
standard.co.uk/news/politics/leave-ideologue-dominic-cummings-and-corbyn-s-firebrand-seumas-milne-the-twin-powers-pulling-
the-a4230121.html> [accessed October 2019]

national officers who worked in Labour Party HQ, 

maintaining a relationship with the NEC. This 

allowed its elected national officers (NOLS) who had 

gained localised influence within the group to exert 

structural influence through the group’s base in 

HQ. It is no coincidence that former NOLS holders 

include the following:

• John Mann (former MP for Bassetlaw, member 

of the House of Lords)

• Ben Lucas (adviser to Jack Straw)

• Simon Buckby (adviser to John Prescott)

• Paul Richards (adviser to Hazel Blears)

• Tom Watson (Deputy Leader of the party)

• Michael Dugher (MP for Barnsley East)

• Patrick Diamond (former adviser to Tony Blair 

and Peter Mandelson)

• Ellie Reeves (former NEC member, MP for 

Lewisham West and Penge)

• Jacqui Smith (former MP for Redditch and Home 

Secretary)

• Caroline Flint (MP for Don Valley)

• Gloria de Piero (former MP for Ashfield)

• John Woodcock (former adviser to Gordon 

Brown and MP for Barrow and Furness)

• Jonathan Ashworth (former adviser to Gordon 

Brown, MP for Leicester South, Shadow Health 

Secretary)

• Vicky Foxcroft (MP for Lewisham Deptford)

• Iain McNicol (former General Secretary, 

member of the House of Lords)

This list of names demonstrates perfectly the way 

individuals within just one internal organisation 

have been able to exert influence such that they have 

had a hand in policy making in Downing Street. 



38

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

During the course of interviews for this paper, a 

number of staff described the way in which Labour 

Students had connections to the ‘Brownite’ faction 

of the party which had gained precedence in 2007. 

They drew a link between Labour Students as it 

exists today (seen by many one of the last bastions 

of ‘moderate Labour’), Tom Watson (who is seen 

as having been instrumental in bringing about the 

end of the Blair leadership) and Jonathan Ashworth 

(a Brown adviser who is now a senior member of 

the shadow cabinet).84 Ashworth is additionally 

married to a former high-ranking Labour official 

responsible for the Party’s governance and rulebook 

team Emilie Oldknow, whose influence over the 

NEC during her tenure in HQ was considerable.85 

Clearly, the interactions of individuals within the 

Party’s complex anthropology is vital. As a foothold 

in HQ allows such politicians to have a voice on 

the NEC, who employ party staff and carry out 

procedures such as candidate selection, Labour 

Students provides an excellent example of the 

way that individuals can gain influence over party 

structures and processes. It is notable that Corbyn’s 

NEC moved to disaffiliate the organisation in 2019. 

This is just one such example of the relationship 

between localised and structural influence within 

the Labour Party. The political factions that exist 

within the party are able to use the fact that there 

are numerous levels of the party to exert influence 

over political direction. 

The final strata of the Labour Party to consider 

here is its policy-making process. We have seen 

above the sway that a small number have on 

party policy, despite the ever-increasing drive for 

democratisation. This is particularly true of the 

unions. The Financial Times’ recent investigation 

84  Interviews with Labour members of staff November 2019
85  Ibid
86  Labour: Corbyn wins party backing in crunch Brexit vote, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-49789938> [accssed 
September 2019]

into Labour’s inner circles (see appendix) produced 

a complex list of names and interdependencies, and 

it is telling that only eight of the forty names on the 

list support the implementation of Brexit without 

another referendum. Despite this, it has taken 

Labour over three years to half-heartedly back a 

second referendum. 

The Labour Party Conference was traditionally 

central to Labour Party policy-making, with 

constituencies and trade unions sending policy 

resolutions that were voted upon. These became 

party policy but did not necessarily appear in the 

party’s election manifesto which was controlled by 

the NEC and the Leader. Under Blair’s leadership, 

Conference lost much of this power and can, at 

present, only pass a few motions on topics not 

already decided by the Party’s National Policy 

Forum (another legacy of the Blair years). However, 

under Corbyn’s leadership, the drive towards 

democratisation has handed some power back to 

conference, although, as we saw at Conference 2019, 

the leadership keeps this under tight control.86 The 

Party’s manifesto is agreed at its Clause V meeting, 

attended by the NEC, leader, shadow cabinet and 

senior trade union representatives. It is drafted by 

the leader’s policy team, but must be voted on by the 

NEC. Again, the requirement of the Labour Party to 

manage a complex group of actors is essential to its 

public behaviours. 

The Conservative Party

Like the Labour Party, the Conservative Party’s 

organisation is run centrally by CCHQ, although 

they take their direction from the Party’s leadership 

as a result of the Party Chairman, an MP, being 

appointed by the leader. CCHQ’s focus is almost 
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entirely on campaigns and elections, while the 

Board described above is in charge of major 

operational decisions. The Conservative National 

Convention meets twice a year, representing the 

Constituency Associations, regions and youth and 

women’s organisations, and conveying the general 

views of the Party to the Leader.

Unlike the Labour Party, staff do not appear to 

hold a significant sway over the Party’s direction.87 

The notable exceptions, of course, are the Party’s 

political advisers many of whom, like their Labour 

counterparts, go on to become MPs. Similarly to 

Seumas Milne, Johnson’s senior adviser Dominic 

Cummings has made the news in recent times for 

the impact he has had on the direction of the party, 

while the start of Johnson’s premiership has seen a 

number of special advisers hired from think tanks 

thought to be supportive of Brexit. This in itself is 

part of the Conservative Party’s anthropology, with 

a number of think tanks such as the Bow Group, 

Policy Exchange and the Institute for Economic 

Affairs having a long-standing influence over party 

policy. In the days following Boris Johnson’s entry 

into Downing Street, over 20 special advisers were 

appointed to cabinet ministers from influential 

think tanks, with six coming from the Taxpayers’ 

Alliance. It is these advisers who are the individuals 

best placed to gain influence over the structures 

of the Conservative Party. Unlike the Labour Party 

whose structures allow for a number of groups 

to vie for power, the Conservative Party’s top-

down anthropology dictates that outside of the 

parliamentary party, it is these advisers who are 

most likely to gain influence. Not only do they have 

the ability to shape party policy, but their position 

at the heart of the Party makes them more likely to 

be granted safe seats in the centrally administered 

candidate selection processes, thereby ensuring 

87  Interview with Conservative member of staff August 2019

the dominance of political ideologies within the 

party. It is telling that the Conservative Research 

department, the central policy body of the party, has 

provided employment to: David Cameron, George 

Osborne, Oliver Letwin, Andrew Lansley, Enoch 

Powell, Ian Macleod, Reginald Maudling, and Chris 

Patten. That this body has employed several names 

who have gone on to hold high office attests to the 

influence these individuals are able to gain within 

the party. 

CCHQ runs on a different basis than Labour HQ in 

that it is responsible largely for campaigns, unlike 

Labour HQ which is responsible for all facets of 

party governance. It scales up dramatically for 

elections, usually bringing in external assistance. 

The 2019 campaign, for example, will not be run 

by an existing Conservative campaigner organiser, 

but by Isaac Levido, protégé of Linton Crosby who 

masterminded Johnson’s campaign to become 

Mayor of London. This approach is also taken when 

it comes to the Party’s policy-making process. Like 

the other strata of the party, this is dominated by 

the leadership. In 2017, Theresa May’s advisers were 

responsible for the drafting of the Conservative 

Manifesto, which was then expected to be adopted 

without question by the party at large. In 2019, 

the manifesto will be drawn up by Munira Mirza, 

Director of the Downing Street Policy Unit and 

Rachel Wolf, a former adviser to Johnson who now 

works for an oil and gas multinational. This stands 

in great contrast to the Labour Party: where the 

Conservative manifesto is drawn up by advisers 

appointed by the leader, the Labour manifesto 

must be agreed by the power brokers of the Clause 

V meeting. Clearly the entirety of the Conservative 

organisation is geared towards its leadership, which 

is able to control the party simply because there are 

few mechanisms to check its power. 
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Looking at the structure of the two parties allows 

us to draw interesting conclusions about the way 

in which British politics is conducted. With 77% of 

voters dissatisfied with the ways in which the parties 

behave, it is clear that reform is needed. However, 

what has been demonstrated is that in both parties, 

regardless of any level of internal democracy, reform 

is hard to achieve while a small leading elite can 

dominate every strata. 

Perhaps the tension lies in the very nature of 

political parties. They are, essentially, private 

organisations, funded by members, donors and 

other organisations, operating with their own set 

of rules with a broadly homogenous membership. 

When we talk of the Labour Party membership 

as vast, it is worth noting that its approximately 

500,000 members account for just 0.75% of the 

population of the UK. Regardless, it is this minority 

that has the power to shape the choices voters are 

given at the ballot box and eligibility to elected 

office. Indeed, it could be argued that the very 

homogeneity of an empowered membership drives 

political parties towards ideological extremes and 

further from the electorate at large.

88  Dommett and Temple, What people want to see in parties today, 15
89  Dissatisfaction with parties is a reflection of the political system as a whole, <https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/
opinion/dissatisfaction-parties-reflection-political-system-whole-jess-garland> [accessed July 2019]

Driving all of this is FPTP. A system which drives 

parties to focus on the minority of constituencies 

and their voters, in order to gain an electoral 

majority has inevitably led to voters’ belief that 

parties should behave in a less partisan manner.88 

In short, ‘co-operation, collaboration and coalition-

building are not natural features of a Westminster 

system which props up two-party politics.’89 It is a 

political system based on the principle that there 

are two opposing sides which are in continual 

competition until the electorate are given the 

opportunity to switch them around. Nothing typified 

this more than in some of the results of the 2015 

election as shown in fig. 15. 

A system in which parties are forced to focus on 

a small number of target seats (and even within 

that, a smaller number of constituents within 

those constituencies) is bound to produce results 

as unrepresentative as the above. Perhaps it should 

come as no surprise, then, that opinions of parties 

and their leaders are not favourable. 

In recent years, the unsustainability of this system 

has been exposed by major electoral shocks. Across 

the three elections from 2010-2017, almost half 

Conclusion

Party Votes % of national vote share MPs returned
Scottish National Party 1,454,436 4.7% 56

Liberal Democrats 2,415,916 7.9% 8
UKIP 3,881,099 12.6% 1

Fig.15: Smaller party results in 2015 election
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(49%) of the electorate didn’t vote for the same 

party, suggesting that the tribal voting patterns of 

our politics might, perhaps, be breaking down. 

Indeed, 2017’s election saw the highest levels of 

votes switching between the Conservatives and 

Labour since the BES began in 1964.90 Fig. 16 below 

demonstrates the ever-increasing volatility of the 

electorate which is so crucial to party behaviours. 

Whilst this paper argues that the parties are 

themselves victims of this system, their behaviour 

entrenches it, and only they have the power for 

reform. However, they seem unlikely to push 

for it when it is not in their interests. Why, for 

instance, would a government elected on 30% of 

the vote wish to alter a system which would likely 

strip them of power? It is vital to remember the 

role the media play in all this. Their relationships 

90  British Election Study, <https://www.britishelectionstudy.com/bes-resources/press-release-most-volatile-british-electorate-in-
modern-times/#.XccJNy-cbow> [accessed October 2019]

with the parties are themselves a crucial part of 

any party’s anthropology, particularly since the 

professionalisation of parties in recent decades. 

Indeed, the media’s focus on leadership and debates 

that feature only the major two parties serves to 

entrench the contrarian nature of our system. 

However, it is the parties themselves that are 

the focus here. Perhaps what has driven recent 

change is that for the first time in modern history, 

non-economic attitudes including immigration 

and Europe are equally important as left-right 

economics in separating Conservative and Labour 

voters. According to Peter Kellner, former President 

of YouGov, ‘fifty, sixty years ago, most working-

class voters voted Labour, [and] most middle-class 

voters voted Conservative. Now, however, if you’re 

middle class, you’re only very slightly more likely 

Fig.16: Vote switching between 2015 and 2017 (Source: British Election Study)



42

The Inner Workings of British Political Parties: The Interaction of Organisational Structures and their Impact on Political Behaviours

to be Conservative than if you’re working class. If 

you’re working class, you’re only very slightly more 

likely to be Labour than if you’re middle class’.91 

Furthermore the leave-remain divide appears 

to have redefined voters according to values, not 

ideology (see fig. 17 below). It is this final point 

that must be remembered when discussing party 

behaviour: parties are appealing to values and 

emotions more than ever. 

With this in mind, it is vitally important that we 

consider the internal dynamics of each party. This 

paper has found the ironic fact that the two parties, 

in their radical differences, produce strikingly 

similar results. The Labour Party, for all its drive to 

become a member-led, democratic organisation, 

is open to being taken over at every level such that 

its leadership and associated groupings can control 

its every action. Equally, any one of the constituent 

parts of the party can, as demonstrated above, have 

an impact on others and on the party’s direction.

These actors – so often missing from public discourse 

– are a fundamental driver of change in the UK. 

91  I’ve never known voters to be so promiscuous, <https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/sep/27/voters-so-promiscuous-
the-pollsters-working-to-predict-next-election> [accessed September 2019]

One could argue the Labour Party’s constitution 

is not conducive to a party seeking government, 

forcing it into internal debate and stakeholder 

management which can make the party difficult to 

lead. Indeed, its most successful electoral leaders 

are those that have downplayed the involvement of 

the organisation’s power brokers. The Conservative 

Party, on the other hand, has little recourse to 

internal democracy, existing to support the electoral 

chances of its MPs. Its leadership dominate much 

like the Labour Party, though through different 

means. Perhaps the greatest irony is that in recent 

months, for all the Conservative party’s lack of 

formal democracy, it is its members that have had 

the most profound effect on the country’s direction. 

Michels’ ‘iron law of oligarchy’ appears to be as true 

now as it was in 1911 – the leadership dominates.

Fig.17: Voting intention by occupation 2019 (Source: British Election Study)
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Financial Times investigation into ‘Jeremy Corbyn’s inner circles’, available at <https://ig.ft.com/jeremy-
corbyn-labour-inner-circles/>

Interactive spreadsheet with statistics regarding 2017 parliament available at <shorturl.at/jtO23>

Financial Times: The Brexit disrupters – beyond left and right available on the Financial Times via the 
searchbar 
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