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PREFACE
Reclaiming ground in the debate on the future
of the state and the EU: For an agenda of
collective aspirations, empowerment and
participation
Ania Skrzypek and Ernst Stetter

At the time of publication, the world is already a very different
place to the one we found ourselves in at the ‘New Routes to Social
Justice’ seminars, held in Oxford in July 2016. Indeed, immediately
after the UK referendum on its EU membership – the result of which
was met with dismay across Europe – few could predict what was
about to unfold. Many hoped there would be a long delay before the
infamous activation of article 50. Instead, at the time of writing, it is
obvious that thinking about what the EU-27 might look like in just
2 years’ time requires a great deal of imagination and speculation.
Barely a month after Britain took the decision to leave the European Union, there was a great deal of uncertainty surrounding how
the UK’s departure from the EU would unfold and the impact of
the referendum result on the wider world. Although it would be
imprudent to jump to doomsday scenarios such as the collapse of
the EU, the problems that the referendum campaign exposed remain
unsolved and are echoed in the debates in other European states.
Important questions remain over the role and powers of the EU, its
members and their citizenries in shaping the course of events.
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The dilemma mobilises two opposing sides. The first is composed
of those advocating a retreat to nation states. They argue that disentangling from international structures would promote sovereignty
and empowerment. Their adversaries believe that the only path forward is a simultaneous strengthening of the nation state and the EU,
which are mutually dependent in shaping Europe’s trajectory. Consequently, the choice to accelerate or retreat from integration was at
the core of the elections in Austria, in the Netherlands, in Bulgaria
and in France – to name just the recent examples.
While this dichotomy has constituted the battle lines for electorates in these countries, the debates also seem to reflect a division of
populism versus pragmatism. In this context, what has most obviously been ignored as an alternative is progressivism. This shows
how relevant and urgent it is for the centre left to regroup and try to
reclaim the debate on the future of the state, the EU, and the institutional architecture of global governance.
The task is not easy, as it is both about changing the terms of the
political conversation and about revisiting some of the past strategies that perhaps ended in a different place than initially desired.
Here the major issue is the narrative of the 1990s, when globalisation trends became recognised in mainstream political discourse and
when it was broadly argued that, in times of greater interconnectedness, singular states cannot do too much. The underlying thought
was to offer a tangible argument in favour of internationalism and
closer cooperation. The collateral damage it brought was the feeling
that states and ultimately their citizens had been disempowered. This
has been exacerbated in recent years, when people saw the financial
crisis of 2008 undermining their security – leading them to taking
the position of: ‘right, let’s bring the power to where we can see it
exercised and give it to those who are bold enough to say no’, as
illusory as such a rejectionist agenda of retreat can be.
To that end, what came out as an inspiration from the Oxford
debate was the proposition that, while the nature of this electorally
successful antithesis is clear, progressives stand a chance of changing the trend if they provide a new thesis to battle it with. They must
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reimagine the state and the EU it belongs to, looking to embody the
principles of smart (as opposed to nationalism-driven) sovereignty
and engage in reassuring, empowering and participatory relations
with its citizens.
These three themes for citizen relations represent specific, progressive policy proposals. The first – reassuring – imprints the idea
of social justice across the debate on rights and standards. It would
have to go beyond the well known rhetoric of the crush and crunch
times, defining both the minimums, as well as – and here is the difference to what is mainly being debated now – aspirations. The second theme – empowering – reinstates the social deal in a new way,
urging not so much a defense of welfare systems, but their reinvention so that they can be effective vehicles of social progress in modern societies. And finally the third – participatory – should explore
ways to reengage citizens not only occasionally during elections, but
in all aspects of the political process. Here a debate about the future
of political actors is essential, with an emphasis on the ways political
parties, including progressives, should function to serve and deliver.
The same defining criteria should apply to the relations between
Europe and its citizens, and it is imperative that progressives insist
that the debate on the future of the state is inseparable from deliberations on the future of the Union. The recent anniversary of the
Treaty of Rome, and the launch of a reflection, which the European
Commission has framed as a choice among five scenarios, is more
of an institutional reminder of it. More pressing is the fact that the
choice facing the EU is not only about the ways and frameworks
within which the states and the Union’s bodies interact with one
another. It is rather, first and foremost, about the strategy to solve the
distributional conflicts that have emerged among states and people –
as far as labour, welfare and prosperity shares are concerned. In that
context, a progressive concept of a smart, sovereign state must be a
component of a new vision for a social Europe.
That is the clear message from the written contributions included
in this volume and from the two days of excellent, high level debate
that FEPS, Policy Network and Renner Institut held for the fifth time
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in Oxford in July 2016. We would like to thank all the authors and
participants for an incredibly stimulating set of ideas, and to express
our gratitude to our partners for their cooperation, which offered the
platform for these inspiring thoughts to be conceived.

INTRODUCTION
A new approach to power
Renaud Thillaye and Claudia Chwalisz

Social democracy as a model for social and economic organisation
was one of the most remarkable achievements of the 20th century. Yet
today, it comes short of offering attractive and credible new ideas
that address the challenges of contemporary societies. Even while
growth and unemployment figures may seem relatively stable after
the immediate post-crisis years, most European economies are still
facing numerous structural issues: productivity is sluggish; millions
of people struggle to get by; inequality remains a monumental challenge; the mismatch between social contribution and economic
reward pervades; the current low-quality, standardised way of providing public services has failed, and social cohesion is unravelling.
Traditional social democrats still insist on offering top-down economic solutions on behalf of the people, a model of doing politics
that reflects a society of the pre-internet era.

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY, WHAT NEXT?
In search of an alternative, there seem to be two main options for
progressives. The first is a move toward the centre in an attempt to
capture the open, liberal, progressive space. The second is a leftwing
1
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turn, combining historic social democratic values and a renewed
platform for the 21st century. For instance, in France we see these
two routes exemplified by Emmanuel Macron and his movement En
Marche! on the one hand and Benoît Hamon in his Socialist party
presidential bid on the other. In the UK, the centrist space is rather
bare, while Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn is trying out the
second route to disastrous effect.
Both examples, however, highlight that a third way, moderate
approach, which implicitly defends the status quo, is not the route to
electoral victory. Neither is a radical leftwing platform, which scares
people off and polarises people instead of uniting them. Circumstances help and personalities also matter. Martin Schulz’s momentum in Germany is partly owed to Merkel fatigue and his ability to
connect to ordinary voters rather than through ideological renewal.
But thus far there seems to be a limit to this approach. Despite his
rise in the polls, there was no evidence of a ‘Schulz effect’ in the
recent regional elections.
While policy proposals matter and big ‘tax and spend’ questions
remain important ideological markers, the centre left has a tendency
of reducing all issues and problems to the economy. It is a misjudged
approach for two reasons. First, it is a failure to recognise that having a shared sense of culture, values, and a feeling of belonging in
the local and national community extends beyond economic concerns. Second, it misses that many people no longer want a paternalistic state to do everything for them. There is a demand for more
open, inclusive democratic structures which give ordinary people (as
opposed to politicians) a more meaningful voice in public decisionmaking. The centre left has too long left the issues of identity to the
right, and lately to the far right, in the name of cultural relativism.
It simply has not done enough on the latter concern about political
processes, maintaining a belief in centralised political control.
This volume focuses on the latter issue about the ways in which
politics and democracy need to change. All contributors share a
number of assumptions on the shifting nature of government and put
forward fresh ideas, for centre-left parties to grab, on how politics is
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done, policy is made and public services are delivered. The recurring
theme is different ways in which government and political parties
can empower individuals to be active citizens.

LOW TRUST IN INSTITUTIONS AND DEMOCRACY
As OECD data shows, trust in government has stagnated in the last
ten years at an average of 43 per cent in OECD countries.1 Some
countries like Germany, Switzerland, New Zealand and Ireland have
strengthened their above average position, but many others, including the US, France, Italy and Spain have fallen behind. Eurobarometer data show that trust in the EU, in national governments and
parliaments has steadily declined over the past 15 years. People have
limited faith in political parties and in representative democracy’s
capacity to solve their problems. In the UK, polling in The Populist
Signal finds that only 21 per cent of people feel like their voice
counts in the decision taken by elected politicians, and 68 per cent
feel like the system of governing Britain needs to change.
Behind the success of the ‘take back control’ slogan in the Brexit
referendum, there are no easy, obvious answers. Governments and
political parties must find ways of adding value to people’s lives
again, but they cannot afford being seen as something that is done
to people. They have to strike a delicate balance between giving
people choice and a say in decisions, while providing more adapted
protections and a renewed sense of belonging. Solving this dilemma
does not lead to either small or big government, but more targeted
interventions and a flexible government pragmatically looking at the
most efficient ways of delivering public goods and services.

SOCIAL AND DIGITAL REVOLUTIONS
Government, and organisations playing a role in public life more generally, have yet to fully adjust to two profound social and technological

4INTRODUCTION

changes. First, society has become more individualistic. As education
levels have risen, voters have also demanded higher quality, customised public services. People are less ready to accept decisions that
affect their daily life without being consulted or, at least, informed
through maximum transparency. They demand easy ways to express
their preferences and to provide feedback. Going down this route does
not necessarily mean transforming government into an aggregation of
individual interests. Deliberative and evaluation processes based on
transparent and fair rules have a key role to play.
Second, digitalisation both accelerates this trend and gives
organisations tools to ‘process’ the ‘wisdom of the crowd’ more
easily. On the one hand, digitalisation empowers individuals, who
can reach out to millions through social media. Groups of connected
individuals can also initiate public campaigns and launch large scale
initiatives. On the other hand, government and organisations have
also gained access to smarter and more efficient ways of interacting
with the public. Big data gives them the opportunity to understand
their customers. Interactive platforms, artificial intelligence (AI)
and the internet of things facilitate the aggregation of preferences
and feedbacks. Provided personal data is not misused, this new
technological environment for better government and democracy
offers immense opportunities.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROGRESSIVES
Like digital platforms, government, parties and organisations have
to make the most of the connected ‘multitude’ (to use Nicolas
Colin’s expression in this volume). Regardless of ideological orientations, collecting and processing data has become essential to
political organisations and governments. It is a precondition for
understanding people’s needs, targeting offers, calibrating services,
tracking delivery, learning from mistakes. In the analyses that have
followed Donald Trump’s victorious campaign, the role played by
the audience targeting platform Cambridge Analytica has shed crude
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light on the power of data. At the very least, progressives should not
lag behind conservative and populist forces when it comes to using
technological innovations.
However, the opportunistic use of data and technology is not
an end in itself. It does not necessarily meet people’s desire to
participate in decisions and experience engagement. It does not
guarantee that insights from behavioural science, ie the aspects of
human psychology which cannot be fully captured by technology,
are fully taken into account. It does not ensure good government in
the face of the unknown and in the unexpected. Restoring trust in
government requires designing a whole set of ‘default settings’ at
all stages of the political and policy process. More ambitious and
systemic innovation is required at three stages:
1. Participatory decision-making: The usual complaint of citizens
and party members is that decisions are taken away from them
and take place behind closed doors. People’s desire to be involved
and have a say vary to a large extent. Representative democracy,
for all its imperfection, should still be considered as a practical
response to time, place and knowledge constraints. Nonetheless,
an educated and informed public legitimately demands to be consulted or to participate.
A possible default setting for decision-makers should be to
institutionalise forms of participatory or deliberative decisionmaking. This is of course not suitable in all policy areas and
circumstances as executive government is expected to make swift
choices, especially in an emergency or in reaction to unexpected
events. However, pieces of legislation introducing structural
changes, construction or development projects, ethical issues, and
long-term budgetary arbitrations should be more systematically
subject to meaningful public engagement or deliberation. Digital
tools can help reach out to people and, sometimes, engage them
directly online.
Innovations need not be digital-only, however. Randomly selected
mini-publics such as citizens’ juries or citizens’ panels have
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proven to be an effective way for governments to gain legitimacy
and public support for important public decisions.2 Thus far these
methods seem to be most frequently used in Canada and Australia,
where groups of randomly selected citizens have played key roles
in determining decisions as varied as updating Ontario’s housing
legislation pertaining to condominiums, Melbourne’s 10-year
$5 billion (AUD) financial plan, the state of Victoria’s 30-year
infrastructure policy and Canada’s Mental Health Action Plan.
Around fifty such examples exist. They demonstrate that by
bringing together a wide cross-section of society, giving them the
time and the resources to understand an issue, weigh the tradeoffs and propose recommendations, better public decisions are
made. Such moves to decentralise power more directly to citizens
and communities rather than just to formal institutions are becoming more and more common. The politicians and parties that seize
the move in this direction most quickly have the most to gain.
2. Evidence based policy design: When it comes to designing
new policies, or reviewing existing ones, ideological preferences
should systematically be weighed against data and scientific
evidence. Gathering data has become relatively easy thanks
to general connectivity once a robust infrastructure and legal
framework are in place. Impact assessments and stakeholder and
expert consultations are already the norm in a number of liberal
democracies. However, some countries lead while others lag
behind. The recent backlash against experts shows that communicating evidence to the wider public, and explaining evidence
based choices, represents a new frontier.
3. Iterative implementation: Politicians and policymakers need
to develop an experimental mindset and learn to seek constant
feedback. Similar to digital platforms launching new features or
changing settings, government and public organisations should,
as much as possible, consider political and policy initiatives as
steps forward on a longer journey. This implies trying, failing,
repairing constantly, in order to find the most efficient way to get
to the final destination. Randomised controlled trials and experiments should take place whenever possible in the roll-out phase.
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Furthermore, letting the private sector make the most of big
data and propose solutions to public organisations is something
which left-leaning forces should not shy away from, as long as
regulation and scrutiny are carefully thought through. Proactively
seeking feedback through user reviews and regular external
evaluations is another way to keep people in the loop.
Best practices abound. In reality, governance innovations have taken
place for decades since it became clear that top-down management,
both in private and public organisations, failed to improve quality and cost efficiency. However, with the digital acceleration and
given the declining trust in democratic institutions, this agenda has
become a priority. Not purely for efficiency, but more importantly
for improving democracy.

CAVEATS
This is not to say that the road to electoral success for progressives is
to position themselves as the champions of innovation. What should
remain a means to an end too often becomes technocratic, geeky
language that fails to capture people’s imagination and possibly
confuses them. In other words, progressives will not win elections
purely by offering participatory democracy, evidence based policymaking and experimentations. The leave campaign invited people to
’take back control’, but it did not embarrass itself with workable or
rational solutions. Instead, it pandered to people’s prejudice against
immigrants and brandished a vague concept of sovereignty against
Brussels. As suggested above, the left should not forget that a shared
sense of culture, values, and a feeling of common belonging correspond to an essential need. This calls for a strong discourse allowing
for emotional connection.
Innovative forms of collective action and the need for physical
and emotional encounters are not mutually exclusive, on the contrary. Seeking public input into policy design and policy evaluation creates social opportunities. As Georgia Gould stresses in this
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volume, dedicating time and space for discussion helps engage and
remobilise young people. More generally, it matters that politicians
practise what they preach and are seen as trying to act in good faith.
While not making this the core of their platform at an election,
they should base their action on the assumption that the public is
educated, that data can help a long way, and they themselves have a
lot to gain from an iterative approach.
Such an agenda is not an ideological roadmap. It can be picked up
by the centre right and the centre left. However, it is decisively antipopulist, embedded in evidence, open to criticism. For the centre
left in particular, it represents a move away from seeing the state as
the solution to society’s problems and from a centralised, top-down
approach to public decision-making. It calls for a new, restrained
attitude from politicians: they represent certain orientations and
values, but they are ready to exercise power in a different way. This
volume is therefore more a contribution to the centre left’s toolbox
and approach to power rather than its programmatic renewal. By
failing to use new opportunities offered by technology and science
to better understand and meet people’s needs, progressive forces risk
further falling into irrelevance.

NOTES
1. OECD, 2017. ‘Trust and Public Policy: How Better Governance Can
Help Rebuild Public Trust’, OECD Public Governance Reviews. Available
at: http://www.oecd.org/gov/trust-and-public-policy-9789264268920-en.
htm
2. Claudia Chwalisz, 2017 (forthcoming). The People’s Verdict: Adding
Informed Citizen Voices to Public Decision-Making. Rowman & Littlefield/
Policy Network.

TOO LATE FOR THERAPY?
Or, what is to be done about the relationship
between citizens and states
Geoff Mulgan

A lot is known about what makes relationships work. There needs
to be trust and mutual respect, a willingness to accept differences,
and a good mix of support, care and communication. Healthy relationships need constant work, and often need periodic reinvention.
Very similar considerations apply to the relationship between
states and citizens, which so often appear fraught and strained to the
point of breaking. By any historical standard the quality of the relationship between most democratic states and their citizens is good.
They are more open, supportive and honest than ever before. We can
remove bad governments; we know much more about what they do;
and the quality of the services they provide has contributed to the
extraordinary and unprecedented improvements in life expectancy,
risks of violent crime and education achieved over the last 40 years
or so.
But many citizens and commentators feel the opposite. Indeed it
often looks as if we have moved from one set of unhealthy relationships – based on excessive servility and deference – to another set of
unhealthy relationships marked by seething resentment and distrust,
without even pausing for breath along the way. At the extreme there
is anger and contempt; a view that governments and politicians are
only in it for themselves; and an oddly infantilised mixture of belief
9
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that governments should be able to fix any problem and fatalism that
nothing they do can ever work. The net result has been to increase
the political space for a populism of denunciation, and to shrink the
space for practical policy.
So what is to be done? What might a healthier relationship look
like? Is it too late for therapy? Here I suggest some answers.
We need to start by disaggregating the question. The relationship
between citizens and states is not singular. We relate to states in
many different ways: as voters, campaigners, service users, or quiet
beneficiaries of the state’s capacity to provide peace or a stable
economy. One dimensional views, whether romantic or cynical, can
be misleading. Survey evidence confirms the public’s differentiated
feelings, with usually much more trust in those parts of the state
which are close at hand and interacted with directly rather than
observed indirectly through the media.
Each of these very different kinds of interaction then needs to be
attended to as a relationship. The managerial theories that had so
much influence in the last decades of the 20th century too often lost
sight of this. An overly instrumental view of government squeezed
out the space for affect. It was sometimes useful to think in the language of outputs and outcomes. But for the public it mattered how
these were achieved too, just as in personal relationships we do not
just want a spouse who will deliver a pay cheque or clean the house
well.
A few years ago I argued in a series of papers that we needed to
think in terms of a ‘relational state’. That meant addressing what
kinds of relationship citizens actually wanted, which turn out to be
quite varied.
The romantics tended to assume that the ideal relationship had to
much more active. An idealised view on the left and in some strands
of liberalism wanted citizens to spend much of their time engaged in
the uplifting work of governance. But in some cases people wanted
the opposite: a more impersonal, frictionless and automated relationship with the state (paying taxes, applying for licences), that would
leave them more time to get on with their lives.
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In other cases, however, they did want the state to be much
more human and engaged (eg with doctors, local police or politicians themselves). Indeed for many public services there is no
avoiding the fact that most of the labour needed to produce better
health, or better education, has to be done by citizens themselves
rather than by service providers. This is even more true in an era
when health services are dominated by chronic rather than acute
diseases, and when ever-more education is needed to prepare for
life and work.
Ethnography, conversation and deep listening can help in disentangling what is appropriate. These have become a prominent theme
for the hundreds of public innovation labs that have grown up in
national, regional and local governments around the world (Nesta
helps link a network of them, providing newsletters, training and
regular gatherings). Well known ones include Mindlab in Denmark,
SITRA in Finland, the Seoul Innovation Bureau in Korea and the
Laboratorio del Governo in Chile.
A high proportion of these labs emphasise citizen experience, as
well as new uses of technology and data. And many aim to restore
public trust.
Most of their projects focus on the practicalities of service delivery: jobs, education, taxation or transport. Reformers have found
many ways to improve these everyday relationships. Websites provide ways for the public to communicate back to hospitals or police
forces, and often it turns out that they want to thank or congratulate
as well as complain. Officials have had to learn more conversational,
and human, ways of responding. Budgets have been reshaped to give
more control to the public over how funds relevant to them are spent.
Personal accounts have been experimented with in many countries,
particularly for social care, and are now being developed in new
directions by Singapore and France in relation to training.
Citizens have also become much more active in helping states
to see. Citizen generated data provides the inputs on everything
from floods (Peta Jakarta in Indonesia) to corruption (Ipaidabribe in
India), air quality (from China to Spain) to health.
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Some of the labs are also interested in rethinking democracy
itself in a more active, relational way. That does not mean perpetual
referendums, a democracy of Facebook likes and binary choices.
These are neither very effective at delivering good decisions or at
increasing public trust. Instead platforms like DCENT, which Nesta
developed with a group of European partners, aim to encourage
more deliberation and discussion. They make it easier for citizens
to track issues, to propose ideas, to comment, and in some cases to
vote. These – in use now in cities including Barcelona, Madrid and
Helsinki – allow democracy to tap the collective intelligence of the
people, as well as harvesting a wider range of ideas.
These platforms work at multiple scales. They succeed most easily at the very local scale of the neighbourhood, dealing with issues
of daily life, the management of public spaces or transport. They
can also become part of the conversation in a city, as with Madrid
Decide, closely tied into the role of the mayor. At national levels
the tools seem to work better for more specialist topics, tapping into
expertise that lies well beyond the political system, and allowing
for detailed debates about options. They are rather less well suited
to issues which are highly controversial, or founded very much on
values and morality.
Seoul’s mayor Won-Soon Park has probably been the world’s
most effective innovator on the citizen relationship, describing the
citizens, not him as the mayor; introducing a vast range of new
approaches to community involvement; pioneering more open
approaches to data; reforming welfare provision and urban infrastructures. The ear outside city hall which allows people to propose
and comment, and then shows the results inside the building, the
mayor’s dashboard of data which is also available online, and his
over 2 million social media followers, all symbolise this more open,
porous approach to governance.
Such richer styles of democracy are helped if governments and
political parties can be more explicit about goals and means, and
constraints, and more open about data and evidence. We at Nesta
advocated, and helped establish some of what are now ten ‘what
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works’ centres in the UK providing different fields with syntheses
of the state of knowledge – from policing and healthcare to schools
and the economy. The simple idea is that anyone working in a field –
such as schooling or eldercare – should have access to the best available knowledge in the world about what policies and practices are
effective. That knowledge will often be uncertain or contested. But it
is no longer acceptable for politicians or practitioners to be unaware
of what is known. The aim is to provide deeper transparency about
the knowledge guiding government, as a way of encouraging not just
better results but also more trust.
This movement towards embedding evidence now has momentum
at a global level – helped by formal structures within government
such as South Africa or the Philippines, by parliamentary committees in countries such as Germany and Kenya. It can create discomfort for both politicians and the public – telling politicians that their
cherished programmes do not work very well, and telling the public
that the things they care about, like smaller class sizes or more police
on the streets, may have little effects on improving outcomes. But
greater visibility for evidence provides a foundation for a more adult
relationship between states and citizens. It is still entirely reasonable
for politicians or electorates to ignore the evidence – and of course
they know that the experts have often been wrong in the past. But it
is not acceptable for them to be ignorant of the evidence.
The media play a decisive role here. Some do all they can to fuel
distrust, to undermine confidence in decision-makers and to promote
appealing but impractical solutions. Others act more like mediators
and guides, helping each better understand the others viewpoints.
That sounds like a long shot. But it is what the best media already
do, and the spread of fact checking sites, media committed to reasoned analysis, and intelligent blogging provides a counterweight to
other powerful trends which dumb down debate.
For politicians the key, as in any relationship, is authenticity.
Leaders need to explain what is and is not possible. Denouncing
bureaucrats may win votes in the short term. But too much careless
rhetoric corrupts political discourse, leaving inevitably unachievable
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expectations, cycles of illusion and disillusion. An adult conversation is a precondition for a restored relationship of trust with highly
educated publics (the opposite may be true in other situations).
There are few things more pathetic than a political leader who feels
that they can only follow the public.
The various shifts described above – including a bigger role for
evidence, data and citizen engagement - sometimes look to be at war
with the alternative strands of ‘post-truth’ politics, and that strange
hybrid of journalism and populist politics that sees little virtue in
consistency or accuracy. But an optimistic view would see these as
the natural direction of travel for more knowledgeable societies, and
the only options we have if we want to believe that it is not, after all,
too late for therapy.

PUBLIC POLICY IN THE DIGITAL AGE
The state as a platform
Nicolas Colin

For the fifth time since the end of the 18th century, our economy
is undergoing the consequences of a technological revolution. As
documented by Carlota Perez in her Technological Revolutions
and Financial Capital,1 every such revolution leads us through two
consecutive phases: the installation phase, in which new technology driven markets are up for grabs as entrepreneurs and investors
experiment with unproven business models; and the deployment
phase, in which a new mode of growth, discovered through many
trial and error efforts (and bursting bubbles),2 is finally imposed
onto the economy, industry by industry, leading to a new ‘technoeconomic paradigm’. 3
The fifth revolution4 is best understood through the history of
personal computing. Thanks to the microprocessor, invented by
Intel engineers in 1971, personal computing went beyond a narrow
circle of hobbyists to finally hit mass markets. From 1991 onwards,
the demilitarisation of the internet made it possible to connect all
computing devices on the planet, giving birth to powerful networked applications . . . and to the dotcom bubble of the 1990s.
More recently, the financial crisis of 2008 has triggered a rapid
acceleration in the transition from the old Fordist paradigm to the
digital one.5 Technology companies are bursting into every industry
15
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to better serve digital-savvy consumers and force a redistribution of
power between incumbents and new entrants.
As software is ‘eating the world’,6 many pillars of our economy
are rendered obsolete. From copyright7 to taxation8 to labour law9 to
taxi regulation,10 brutal wars are waged around legacy institutions
that were designed for the 20th-century Fordist economy, not for
the emerging 21st-century digital economy. Indeed before we take
existing social and economic institutions for granted, we have to
realise that most of them were set up less than a century ago to fit the
characteristics of the booming Fordist economy – and that nothing
suggests that those institutions will outlast the now failing paradigm
that gave birth to them. Hence it is urgent to understand what the
digital age is and to reconsider the shape and role of the state so as
to make the digital economy more sustainable and inclusive.
***
The first radical change concerns the essential resource that makes
it possible for our economy to grow. The Fordist economy was born
thanks to the abundance of cheap oil, which led to the birth of the
car industry, the improvement of mass production through assembly
lines, and the building of many institutions that explain the rise of
the middle class, among them collective bargaining,11 labour law and
the social state.12 Oil made urban sprawl possible, as it was needed
to drive from the workplace to suburban areas and to perform critical functions such as heating in suburban homes. Oil also played a
key role in many industries’ supply chains and contributed a great
deal to lengthening trade routes. We all realised the importance of
abundant, cheap oil when it suddenly became scarce and expensive
following the consecutive oil shocks in the 1970s: the economy
immediately went off the rails, entering a long and painful period of
economic stagnation and mass unemployment.
For a time, microelectronics was the digital equivalent of oil.
Driven by the famous ‘Moore’s law’,13 cheap microelectronic components made it possible to produce ever cheaper and smaller computing devices. But as Moore’s law enters a phase of exhaustion, we can
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finally see that the digital economy’s essential resource is not the computing devices provided to individuals so much as it is the individuals
themselves. The reason why tech companies are so eager to serve us
well, to lower their prices and to make our lives easier through ever
more innovative products is because we provide them with more than
money. As we use their applications on a daily basis, we provide these
companies with data (searching on Google and Amazon), tangible
assets (our cars on BlaBlaCar, our homes on Airbnb), even creativity
and our propensity to share (on YouTube, Facebook and SnapChat).
The reason why individuals have become so valuable for tech companies is that we, as a multitude,14 possess powers that every organisation must learn to harness in order to prosper in the digital age. Like
oil in the past, this power is abundant and cheap, and the growth of
the digital economy is based on the premise that it will stay this way.
Changes are happening in many dimensions – which is exactly
what a transition between two techno-economic paradigms is about.
Infrastructures change: we still need roads and bridges, but other
infrastructures, such as cloud computing platforms, GPS satellites15
and the internet itself, have become more critical. Products change:
fewer manufactured goods, more digital applications and entertaining experiences. Organisations change: not the rigid, pyramidal
bureaucracies that used to thrive in the Fordist economy, but more
agile and innovative stacked architectures that combine user communities, digital activities, and tangible assets within a constantly
evolving business model.16 The managerial culture changes, too:
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instead of being obsessed by economies of scale, efficiency gains
and standardisation, managers are now focused on providing an
exceptional customised experience and generating increasing returns
at scale.17
The most striking change lies in the relationship between organisations and individuals. In the Fordist economy, organisations saw
individuals as a mass of passive agents ‘parked at the end of (their)
value chain and eager to consume standardised products without
demanding a better experience.18 In the digital economy, the consuming masses have turned into a multitude of connected users that
are both a consumption force and the essential resource that makes
technology companies thrive. As a result, the corporate social contract has radically changed: the main balance of power is no longer
between the shareholders and the employees, with the executives
as an arbiter and the buyers as passive spectators.19 Instead the
multitude has become the strongest and most active party in the
economy, with significant consequences for both corporations and
the state.
The evolution of industry-wide value chains illustrates how those
radical changes are imposed onto established organisations. Digital
technologies are present in many companies, including those which
were born before the digital revolution. But so-called technology
companies, which were founded and grew with full knowledge of
the transition at work, do more than use technology: they model
their business so as to make the most of this technology and take
positions that enable them to create and capture the most value.
As the digital transition goes forward, the dominant companies are
not those which operate factories in the middle of the value chain
anymore, but a new breed of companies that design applications
down the value chain, gaining the trust of the multitude and sealing
an alliance with it. Factories still exist and add value, but they do
not command as large a slice of the total value added as they did in
the Fordist economy. Indeed, all dominant technology companies
are now operating consumer oriented applications, frequently used
by hundreds of millions – if not billions – of individuals at a global
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scale. The most emblematic car industry will soon be less dominated
by car manufacturers than it will be by the likes of Google, Uber
and Tesla Motors, which create a direct and trusted relationship with
their end users through well designed applications.
***
In the Fordist economy, the state was a bigger version of large
corporations. All the key organisations of the time were pyramidal
and hierarchical, heavily processed, moved by a giant bureaucracy
that traded scale against quality and efficiency against innovation.
Yes, the customer experience was mostly bad, but at least the products were affordable at a large scale. Fordist organisations, with their
Taylorist rules, assembly lines, and routine office tasks, proved the
best way to provide large consumer markets with an affordable good
or service. The same was true for public services: the welfare state,
public transport systems and education policy were all modelled
after the Fordist way – mass production of a standardised product.
One-size-fits-all was the price to pay for public services to be widely
affordable, especially in the context of tax revolts and fiscal austerity
that prevailed from the 1970s onward.
Some countries were blessed by a historical coincidence: the
centralised nature of their political system made their government
apparatus particularly able to succeed at providing affordable
public services in the Fordist economy. France is a case in point:20
a hyper-centralised country ruled by a large bureaucracy, it entered
the 20th century strengthened by the organisational legacy of both
the Ancien Régime and the French Revolution,21 all reinforced by
Napoleon’s establishment of the modern French public administration, legal system, and prestigious engineering schools. Those
national traits became critical assets when it came to catching up
in the Fordist economy. The French became the best at operating
affordable public services at a very large scale. Their social state
worked better than those in countries such as the US and Britain.
They were even the best at implementing a so-called industrial
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policy designed to help national champions catch up and conquer
dominant positions at an international scale22. To achieve that kind
of outcome, it was better to inherit a centralised and resilient state:
a ‘cathedral’, as coined by Eric Raymond,23 that seemed tailored to
sustain Fordist economic growth.
Alas, what worked well yesterday hardly fits today’s new technoeconomic paradigm. All of a sudden, the state as designed for the
Fordist economy is less relevant as the digital economy rewards
agility and innovation more than command-and-control and standardisation. The dominant type of organisation in the new paradigm
does not resemble a cathedral anymore. Rather, as suggested by the
precedents of dominant tech companies, it is best described as a platform, serving as both an infrastructure and a marketplace on which
supply and demand are more easily matched thanks to constant
data driven innovations.24 Instead of sustaining economic growth,
the state as a cathedral now blocks progress and inspires anger and
frustration in citizens who now expect radically different kinds of
public services.
Indeed, a key property of platforms is increasing returns, those
‘mechanisms of positive feedback that operate to reinforce that
which gains success or aggravate that which suffers loss’.25 Thanks
to powerful network effects, both direct and indirect, platforms are
able to increase their added value for individual users as they grow
larger. This critical feature enables them to renounce traditional
trade-offs such as that between quality and scale: contrary to their
Fordist predecessors, platform-like organisations do not need to
standardise their products and degrade their quality as they grow
larger. In fact we observe quite the opposite: the larger the platform,
the better the quality and the more diverse the supply. The rise of
platforms and their replacing the old, bureaucratic organisations
that we used to deal with explains the rapid evolution of individual
expectations. One-size-fits-all was tolerated at a time when quality
and diversity had to be sacrificed for the sake of scale.26 It is not
tolerated anymore, especially in the minefield of public services
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and the social state, in a paradigm where the multitude grows
accustomed to being well served by constantly innovating tech
companies.27
***
Can the cathedral morph into a platform – that is, an infrastructure and a marketplace on which a multitude of suppliers seize state
provided resources to design better public services for ever more
demanding citizens?28 The answer is not clear. The previous technological transition, that from the age of steel and electricity to the age
of mass production and consumption, did not see the state morph into
a cathedral to comply with the needs of the nascent Fordist economy.
Rather, the state was already a cathedral – it simply became more
relevant and powerful than ever thanks to a historical coincidence
that rewarded the kind of organisation that it already was.
What is more, those who lead the state today are lagging behind
when it comes to realising that a transition is occurring and understanding where it is leading us. Compared to constituencies such
as corporate executives, union leaders, scholars, and the voters
themselves, our elected officials and civil servants are frighteningly
unaware of the new platform model and the importance for the state
to adapt both its form and its tools to become relevant again in the
digital age.
Because it lags so far behind, the state is now confronted with
a legitimacy crisis, and the rise of extremists in every advanced
democracy can be interpreted as the reaction to both the weakening of the Fordist institutions and our elite’s failure to build new
ones that would lead us into a more sustainable and inclusive digital
economy.29 The challenge is especially daunting for leftwing parties,
as they are the ones who used to prosper by making promises as to
the state’s ability to redistribute wealth and serve its citizens through
better and more universal public services.30 If leftwing elected
officials tackle the challenge of turning the state into a platform,
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perhaps the left will come out of its current crisis and lead us into a
digital golden age. But if they do not rise to the occasion, not only
will the state plunge further into its current political and economic
crisis, probably taking the entire economy down with it, but the left
in and of itself will become increasingly irrelevant in the eyes of its
discouraged voters.
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PARTY POLICY AND SERVICE
DELIVERY
Process vs outcome
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite

A division has opened up within the left in recent years between
those who believe the process of policymaking and delivery of
services should be changed, and those who argue – tacitly or implicitly – that the left should focus on outcomes, not processes. But the
social and cultural changes that have taken place in British society
since c. 1945 mean that while a focus on outcomes once made sense
for the left, we need to change our approach. Political processes –
engaging individuals and communities in shaping policy and service
delivery – should now be given significant weight alongside the
left’s traditional concern with changing outcomes.
This division within the left mirrors, but does not map precisely
onto, older debates. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, there
were two broad tendencies among socialists in Britain. Some wanted
socialism to amount to a whole new way of life; to rethink everything from economic production to relationships between men and
women. Others thought the priority for socialist or social democratic politics was amassing electoral coalitions large enough to
take power (at local and national level) and effect gradual change to
improve the lives of the working classes.
The latter approach has given us huge successes since the early
20th century: advances in workers’ rights and wages, in social
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security, in health, housing, and education, and in tackling poverty
and inequality. However, social and cultural changes that have
occurred since c. 1945 mean people are now less comfortable with
paternalistic politics: with politics from above in which people are,
or feel, relatively powerless. The Brexit campaign and referendum
result show how importance it is to recognise this. The time is
therefore ripe for reassessing the parameters of change that leftwing
politics wishes to achieve. Changing how policy is made and how
service delivery is organised offers an opportunity to expand the
remit of social democratic politics. In the rest of this chapter, I
examine some of the most significant social and cultural changes of
the postwar period, and then suggest the political approaches they
might point towards.

CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CHANGE SINCE C. 1945
Britain’s class landscape has been transformed since the 1950s in
many and complex ways. This is not to deny that Britain remains a
nation with vast, structured inequalities. But things have changed.
The 1950s was the (brief) high point of class based voting in Britain. As Shirley Williams reflected, “Elections in the 1950s and
1960s were dominated by class. I could walk up the garden path
and guess nine times out of ten how the people in the house would
vote. Most of those in council houses would be Labour voters”.1
This soon began to break down, though, and the 1970s was labelled
the ‘decade of dealignment’. Now class is less useful as a predictor
of voting; ideas and values have, conversely, risen in importance as
determinants of voting.2
What class means in people’s lives has changed in broader ways,
too. Across the postwar period, overall inequality fell to a low point
in the mid-1970s, before soaring under Thatcher. Over the same
period, white collar jobs grew as a proportion of the total workforce;
but some have argued that a growing proportion of these jobs have
been ‘proletarianised’.3 Being a white collar worker may not mean
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what it once did. Simultaneously, the welfare state and mass prosperity and consumerism have radically transformed lifestyles. When
one woman (a miner’s daughter, born in 1937) was interviewed for
the Millennium Memory Bank, a major BBC oral history project
in 1999, she commented that the “boundaries have moved or been
moved . . . my children and grandchildren live in a completely different lifestyle from the one I was brought up in.” The interviewer
asked whether she would say they were ‘more middle class’, and
Dyke answered,
“By some definitions . . . middle class now no longer means what it
meant when I was a child . . . [then it] had the notion of bay windowed
. . . bathroomed, wall-to-wall carpeting . . . semi-professional background . . . that’s pretty much the norm these days wherever there are
people who are working.”4

The result of these complex changes in the economy, wages, the
welfare state and consumerism is that the class structure has grown
more fragmentary. One recent sociological analysis found that there
were at least seven distinct classes in Britain.5 Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, individuals’ understanding of their ‘class identity’ is
often, nowadays, complex and fraught. Many people have a strong
attachment to authenticity and to their family roots; but this often
goes along with a scepticism of class categories that are seen as
crude labels that deny individuality. In the Millennium Memory
Bank interviews, many interviewees made comments along the lines
that the ‘vast majority’ of people were becoming ‘classless’,6 or that
there was now ‘a wide range of working middle class people’.7 Elites
who are seen as not having to ‘play by the rules’, however, are often
excluded from this ‘ordinary’ majority.
Gender roles and class cultures have always been mutually constitutive, and revolutions in gender roles in the postwar period have,
therefore, contributed further to unsettling stereotypical ‘class’
images. The immediate postwar decades saw an unprecedented
increase in married women working outside the home; the post1969 feminist movement and LGBT activism challenged traditional
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gender roles and traditional sexual mores in even more radical ways,
making Britain a far more diverse place by the early 2000s. One
commentator wrote as early as 1989 that ‘gender convergence’ was
the critical missing link in understanding changes in class consciousness in the postwar period.8 Recent historical research shows that
ideologies of marriage, and men’s and women’s roles as fathers and
mothers – some of the most central experiences of most individuals’
lives – became far more ‘classless’ in the postwar period.9 And how
parents and children related to each other changed, too; in the ‘affluent society’ of postwar Britain, more and more parents wanted their
children to have more opportunities, more freedom, more fun, than
they had had as young people.10 Broadening aspirations were passed
down through families.
There were further important shifts in how people approached
questions of sex, gender, and family, across the latter half of the
20th century. In the 1940s, for many, marriage was still a sacred
institution. Duty and tradition were highly important, and divorce
stigmatised. By the 21st century, not only was divorce far more
common, but the considerations people would take into account when
deciding when to end a marriage were different: duty and tradition
had been downgraded; religious teaching is now a consideration for
only a minority of people; the wellbeing of children, and the personal
fulfilment of each of the partners in the marriage are now seen as the
vital questions. Thus changes relating to gender and sexuality were
linked to broader shifts in emotional cultures. ‘Character’, self-control
and strength became less important in codes of masculinity.11 Instead,
openness, emotion and self-expression became more valued. And
across society, so did individual self-actualisation and fulfilment.
When it comes to race, too, Britain is now a far more diverse society
than it was in 1945; but we are also a self-consciously multicultural
society. Cultural difference and exchange are widely celebrated as
enriching our society. Few in Britain have claimed that the assimilationist model followed by states like France should apply here. And,
as with gender and sexuality, race has been the subject of waves of
‘identity politics’ activism and organising since the late 1960s. The

PARTY POLICY AND SERVICE DELIVERY

29

very basis of these identity politics movements has been the assertion that individuals should organise to fight their own oppression,
not wait for elites to fight it for them. As the name implies, these
movements put individual identity centre stage. These social and
cultural changes, then, have made the class landscape of Britain more
complex and fragmented; and in their wake, people value individual
expression, identity, openness, choice and fulfilment more.
Many theorists have seen these various social and cultural changes
as parts of a larger shift, variously called the rise of individualism,
the decline of deference, or the rise of postmaterialist values. In
the 1990s, Anthony Giddens argued that what he called the ‘new
individualism’ did not simply mean ‘the “me” generation’, but
was a whole new orientation to life focused on self-fashioning and
choice. It was the result of ‘the retreat of tradition and custom from
our lives’.12 The ‘new individualism’ was, thus, entirely compatible
with a desire for good public services and a less unequal society.
And, in fact, it often went along with strong ethical attachments, frequently to what Ronald Inglehart called ‘postmaterialist values’: the
environment, peace, antiracism, etc Inglehart first sketched out his
theory of ‘postmaterialist values’ in the 1970s, suggesting that mass
affluence and greater security than ever before – with welfare states
and high employment levels – had allowed more and more people
to value abstract, ethical goods in politics, alongside questions of
material distribution.13 In this reading, Attlee had helped foster the
growth of ‘postmaterialist values’. A profoundly paternalistic postwar settlement paved the way for the decline of deference to government, elites and experts. The decline of deference to politicians is
one factor in the rise of ‘antipolitical’ sentiments,14 and in populist
insurrections and the EU referendum result. The rise of individualism and postmaterialist politics has played a role in the rise of small
parties like the Greens and UKIP.
Social and cultural change, then, has made British society more
fragmented; people now value control and choice more, are sceptical
of the power of elites or the wisdom of experts. These are not
changes the left can – or should – want to reverse. We cannot go
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back to paternalism. The challenge is to rethink politics to make it
chime with these values.
MAKING AND DELIVERING POLICY IN AN
INDIVIDUALISTIC SOCIETY
These social and cultural changes, particularly the fragmentation of
society and the decline of deference, have important implications
for how people want to interact with government and how important
the means, as well as the ends, are. They mean that the left should
be looking to devolution, localism, and democratic innovations as
routes through which people can be empowered and engaged in
making policy and shaping the delivery of services.
Anger about policymaking and public services being distant and
unaccountable is not new. By the late 1960s and 1970s, community
activists and New Left thinkers were critiquing the bureaucratic,
remote social democratic state. Many working people felt the same;
Alan Johnson wrote in his memoir of the education system in the
1970s:
“At that time, schools were still closed institutions, as they had been
in my schooldays. Parental interest was discouraged, performance
standards were opaque and achievements were not measurable by any
meaningful comparison. Schools were largely immune from outside
scrutiny.”15

Thatcher and Major tried to address these frustrations by framing
the users of public services as ‘consumers’ – hence Major’s famous
‘cones hotlines’. This was a route New Labour partly continued
down. But this approach attenuates public engagement with politics
and public services. Participating actively as citizens – ie as individuals but with an eye also to collective identities and the good of
the community – offers a more meaningful way forward.
Many voices on the left have argued in recent years that democratic
innovations, localism and devolution provide such a route. Democratic innovations provide ways to deepen the ‘thin’ experience of
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democracy that citizens get from merely voting in occasional elections. Deliberative democracy offers a way to engage citizens in
shaping important policy decisions in their area, region or nation;
where politicians are committed to the process it has led to progressive and egalitarian policies, greater citizen engagement and more
public confidence in politics.16 The New Economics Foundation’s
New Deal for Coastal Communitites shows the potential of developing green solutions to regenerate communities from the ground up.17
Local governments around the world are already showing how, in different ways, they can use their power, influence, and commissioning
budgets to localise and democratise economies and public services.18
Democratising workplaces, by extension, should also interest
the left, and here, too, there are powerful examples which suggest
that cooperative models and worker participation and control in the
direction of industry can be popular and lead to economically sustainable and successful businesses.19 And giving the users of public
services more control over how those services are delivered can, if
done properly, enhance the control they have over their daily lives,
as well as, in some cases, being more efficient.
When Jeremy Corbyn was elected as Labour leader, he quickly
announced that ‘the democratisation of public life from the ground
up’ would be a key aim of any government he led. It is striking that
both Tony Blair and Gordon Brown also promised, on coming to
power, to give power to the people and extend and deepen democracy.20 There was much important constitutional reform under Blair,
and some under Brown, but the architects of New Labour were
also attracted to the centralisation of power – understandably, for it
enabled them to deliver major policies like the minimum wage, tax
credits and Sure Start centres, and thus drive significant change in
British society.
David Cameron and George Osborne’s embrace of localism was
often cover for slashing poor local authorities’ budgets quicker
than rich ones, and devolving responsibility and blame for cuts.
This has made many on the left sceptical of such an agenda. These
fears dovetail with longstanding anxieties that localism and democratic innovations might lead to unpopular ‘postcode lotteries’ and
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inconsistencies in service provision, entrenching inequality and
undermining public confidence in the state and in politics. But
inequality is already high and faith in politics low. We should, therefore, give real thought to the potential for localism and democratic
innovation to reshape our politics and society.
Emily Robinson has identified four obstacles in the way of such
an agenda: the attractions to any party in government of the strong
executive power the British constitution offers them, Labour’s
ingrained constitutional conservatism, its lack of a theory of the
state, and, finally, the sense that constitutional matters are not a
priority for social democrats. As Robinson says, meaningful change
requires ‘resolution, persistence and – above all – a coherent strategy
and reason for doing so’ (Robinson 2016, 115).21 An important part
of the reason for doing so is supplied by an examination of the social
and cultural changes that have swept Britain since 1945. The more
fragmented and diverse, less deferential, more individualistic society
that has developed since the second world war means that changing
the process by which we do politics is not merely a utopian vision
but vital to restoring public faith in politics.
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HOW MAYBE NOT TO DIE
Ideas for innovating traditional parties
Hanno Burmester

Democracy

is existentially threatened. Mistrust of democratic
institutions has trickled down into the very centre of our societies.
We see steadily declining confidence in government, parliaments,
and parties. Indeed, public discontent can be seen far beyond typical
‘protest voters’ for several years now. People are afraid of losing
social and economic status, being faced with complex societal, economic and political challenges that can neither be easily explained
nor easily solved (climate change, globalization, the digital economy, war and migration, etc).
The political sphere is faced with an increasing number of ‘wicked
problems’, characterised by complexity, a high degree of insecurity,
and a conflict of values and norms that cannot be solved by political compromise. There seems to be a clash of paradigms: machinist
thinking against systems thinking, Fordist against digital organisations, internationalism against nationalism, materialism against
postmaterialism, etc. The political sphere seems paralysed, not only
because of a lack of orientation, but also because of the increasing
organisational incapability of meeting the challenges we face today.
As a consequence, the number of votes for populist forces rises, and
political grassroots movements of all sorts become more popular,
while established democratic organisations erode.
35

36

HANNO BURMESTER

For many citizens, political solution strategies are barely comprehensible. Due to the high degree of complexity, political actors
and institutions – elected to solve problems – more and more often
seem incapable of acting in any meaningful way. At the same time,
the core ideas and principles of democracy still enjoy high approval.
It is important to note that considerable parts of public discontent
are directed against the manner in which policies are made, not
against the results of political processes.1 The need to reform democracy thus is triggered not only by public distrust and alienation, but
also by discontent with the organisational structures and processes
that were designed decades ago. Indeed, few democratic organisations seem to fit our times. While their core purpose is broadly
accepted, their organisations’ paradigms are outdated and severely
overstretched at the same time.
In a year-long project, we looked at traditional German party
organisations, and how they can innovate in order to minimise the
gap between societal expectations and intra-organisational culture,
structure, and process.2 In their essence, parties work the way they
did in the 1950s. Like large corporations, their structure hinders
successful innovation instead of promoting it. This not only limits
their capacity to recruit high skilled talent, but also to develop gold
standard programmatic ideas from the bottom up.
While constantly asking their voters to change, most traditional
parties fail to do exactly this. At the same time, our societies need
political parties, arguably more than ever. No other institution is able
to master the complexities of our democratic systems with such a
depth of knowledge and experience. No other institution is willing
to focus its activities on the common interest, instead of focussing
on special interest like NGOs do. Also, no other institution provides
comparable potential for intra-societal dialogue and understanding
– something we need more than ever in our increasingly disparate
societies.
Like all other big organisations, political parties are directly
exposed to societal transformation: demographic change, new
work habits and environments, and digitalisation of work and
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communication. Hence, their change is not an end in itself. New
organisational structures are the foundation for a political party’s
sustained legitimacy as one of the key drivers of change in society.
Adapting to the changes may seem like a giant challenge, but is
the only way for parties to maintain long term success and political
effectiveness as an organisation.
For years now, political insiders have been saying that it is close
to impossible to substantially innovate party organisations. I think
this is nothing but a blatant self-excuse. Human-designed structures
can be changed by humans. But dedicated leadership is needed to
reform any organization with decade-old cultures and structures.
Of course, it takes more than one party leader to initiate meaningful change. It takes the entire top leadership, and allies all over the
party hierarchies in order to get things done that are more than just
hesitant, incremental steps. And, even more importantly, outside
perspectives are necessary in order to break up the routines of an
increasingly homogenous membership.
Like most organisations I work with, parties discriminate in
favour of those who obstruct change. People who want to initiate
a project or change something in their organisational realm must
pitch and defend their ideas – they are the ones who are supposed to
deliver the evidence that innovation would be better than the status
quo. This mostly means that innovation gets shot down before really
unfolding its potential. In today’s meeting culture, we tend to corrode and destruct instead of improving and developing ownership
for new thoughts and ideas.
Why not change this setting and turn it upside down – especially
in parties, which rely on motivated members who enjoy a high
degree of self-efficacy? People with new ideas should be empowered instead of discouraged. Organisational models like Holacracy
offer ideas for how this can be done: by changing the default settings
for decisions (and thus meetings), and by systematically implementing structures that incentivise proactive change on all levels.3 The
substantive game changer is: whoever wants to obstruct innovation
needs straight evidence in order to use a veto. If there is no such
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evidence, the person who wants to change can go ahead and just
do so (of course, evaluation and improvement of any new measure
follow). This radically shifts power from the unwilling to those who
want to innovate.
I highly doubt that any of the established parties will be willing to
seriously consider such a step in the near future. It will take a bigger number of new, agile competitors – parties that from the beginning of their existence use innovative organizational paradigms,
something like the Spanish Podemos or the Danish Alternativet – in
order to make the traditional agents not only self-reflect the way they
work, but also act in new ways. Which, basically, means choosing a
customer centred perspective instead of continuously prioritising the
perspective of those who deeply enjoy their decade-long drive on a
sinking ship, unwilling to even seriously consider changing course.
Until then, more incremental changes are needed. In this article,
I want to introduce five steps that are doable even with today’s
limitations:
1. Get to know your volunteers better
In order to design offers that match today’s needs, parties need to
gather more knowledge and data about their members and potential
volunteers. Strategic development of the volunteer base and, therefore, of the entire organisation is hardly possible if there is a lack of
insight into the members’ political interests, time budgets, competences, and available qualifications.
• Systematically learn about volunteers: Political parties should
collect more information (and thus data) about their members and
sympathisers, in order to adjust offers to their actual needs and
wishes.
• Introduce parallel membership models: Activists should be
able to pick their preferred way of working when entering party
membership. One way to open up parallel pathways could be the
design of various membership options. Providing members with
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specific guidelines, task descriptions, and training can help to gain
traction from day one.
• Tailored volunteering: Parties should establish centralised coordination of onboarding processes, including tailored offers for
initial volunteering. An ideal scenario would be offers that fit into
individual activist’s time budgets, qualifications, and main fields
of interest.
2. Qualify leadership and members
In the coming decades, lifelong training will play a more important
role in the labour market. That being said, the focus of professional
qualification will shift from the skill level to personal development,
such as leadership skills, mediation competence, or awareness
practices and stress management. Permanent self-development and
training on the personal and professional level will be a key factor
to professional success.
Organisations who upskill their members develop themselves.
Political parties can position themselves as powerhouses of qualification – knowing that individual learning will not only empower
each and every party member, but also the organisation as a whole.
At the same time, learning in fields like self-leadership, teamleadership or conflict moderation offer an incentive for volunteers
to accept party membership.
While not producing tangible benefits in the short term, broad
qualification programs will significantly strengthen party structures
in the mid and long term. Professional training thus should become
the ‘new normal’ for active members, party officials, and elected
representatives. Therefore, parties should introduce their qualification strategies today. They can learn from the business sector, where
professional education programs have been implemented for all
professional levels over the last decades.
• Define obligatory competencies for full time officials: Only those
who gained certain professional competencies should be hired.
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• Set targets for qualifying volunteers: This sets an incentive for
the implementation of organisational qualification infrastructures,
and helps to promote the organisation’s willingness to provide
training, coaching and other development measures for their volunteers. Parties should establish a quid pro quo: those who volunteer actively should enjoy qualification benefits, such as training
free of cost. And those who enjoy free qualification measures need
to be actively engaged in and for the party.
• Standardising curricula: Parties need to systematically qualify
their elected officials and employees in order to gain increased
leadership expertise. One nudge towards that goal would be automatic enrolment for training curricula for all party officials.
3. Diversify
Political parties need diversity on the inside in order to gain legitimacy on the outside. Internal diversity is a precondition to creatively
dealing with new social and political developments. It is the most
important organisational resource for handling complex challenges.
Therefore, diversity is no end in itself for political parties but a strategic imperative.
The ability to talk and listen in a dialogic manner is a prerequisite
for mastering diversity, enabling enhanced interaction on the inside,
as well as with people and organisations outside of the party.
Along with the readiness for accepting new faces, diversity postulates the readiness to change oneself.4 The capacity for diversity
is synonymous with the capacity for dialogue. Political parties
should establish dialogue formats, which deepen the organisational
exchange with non-members in order to add to the perspectives
on the inside, and to source new ideas and approaches to hitherto
unsolved challenges.
• Strategic dialogues: This format intensifies the exchange of the
party with its environment, expands the scope of policy topics
and perspectives, and systematically deepens the network of the
party. The format facilitates a change of perspective by bringing
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together party members with preselected experts, volunteers from
other organisations, members of the business community, etc.
These dialogues source ideas and impulses on programmatic or
organisational questions for the party, and offer networking opportunities and pathways of programmatic influence for non-party
participants. Strategic dialogues need a clear thematic focus and
a set deadline, as well as explicit expectation management (role
definitions, possible impacts, feedback cycles).
• Inter-sectoral dialogue formats: Designated party officials on
all levels should be responsible for strategically expanding the
networks with organisations of other sectors, especially those the
party is usually not talking with. These people organise regular
dialogue formats to foster and deepen exchange.
4. Establish organisational development as permanent duty
Political parties should recognise that promoting and enabling internal innovation is a core task. A smart party promotes innovation
labs in order to produce, test, implement and evaluate innovative
ideas and initiatives. Designated officials on all levels identify successful party work and help to implement these ideas throughout the
organisation.
Innovation needs leadership support in order to bear fruit. The
party leadership thus should agree on positive messages regarding
attempts to innovate: praise best practices on all levels, promote
faces of innovation, and stress the importance of ongoing change for
sustaining the party’s legitimacy as an agent of change in society.
• Increase change competence in the party leadership: Elected
officials and full time employees are in charge of developing their
organisation (strategy, recruitment, structures and processes, etc).
Hence, they should be trained systematically on topics such as
leadership, self-management, and organisational development.
• Use best practices and implement them organisation-wide:
Parties should establish centralised innovation pools where designated officials source, collect and spread innovative projects
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and practices. Furthermore, they are responsible for connecting
drivers of change and building innovative networks throughout
the organisation.
• Learn from others: From recruitment to member management
and mobilisation, parties should systemically establish learning
journeys that take them into realms outside of their own organisational boundaries. One example would be ‘exchange programs’
for party officials who switch seat with professionals from the
NGO or business sector for a week or two.
5. Use technology
Only with a digital infrastructure will parties be able to reconnect and
stay connected with civil society. Volunteers need to see a concrete
additional value of digital instruments in their daily work in order to successfully implement new digital approaches and tools within the party.
It is important to add that not every technological innovation is
useful for political parties – they need to emancipate themselves
from the vast number of short lived trends on the digital market in
order to spend the limited financial resources wisely.
• Digital voting: At party conventions and within individual party
bodies, digital votes can help to create a lively feedback culture.
These votes are not binding, but an innovative way for elected
party leadership to consult their members in real time.
• Establish prototypes: Political parties should establish digital
prototypes on local and regional level. The prototypes, and the
people involved, can serve as a credible reference when rolling out
successful projects into bigger parts of the organisation.
• Digitalisation of member management and communication:
Parties can use digital means to more systematically collect members’ and sympathisers’ information. This may help to bridge the
gap between the party elites and the membership by accelerating
the exchange on everyday policy questions. Concerns of data privacy should be addressed by establishing voluntary participation
and anonymous storage.
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HOW DO WE ENGAGE YOUNG
VOTERS?
Georgia Gould

When it comes to young voters we are in an age of post-trust politics. The best way to characterise declining youth turnout is a silent
protest. In the thousands of interviews I conducted researching a
book on young people and politics, the thread that connected most
conversations was anger with the political establishment and a desire
for change. Leaders who can give voice to this contempt for the status quo and offer hope of transformation have the chance of engaging young voters. It helps explain why young voters are pointed to
as feeding the rise of Jeremy Corbyn, Podemos and Bernie Sanders
in one breath and Trump in the other.
But the politics of an emerging generation is not without direction.
The European Union referendum of June 2016 helps shine a light on
how young people are engaging with politics. Polling suggests that
as many as 75 per cent of young people wanted to remain part of the
EU. However, it also shows a substantial generation gap in terms of
voter turnout between generations.1
The substantial remain majority is linked to the fact that
Generation Y (born 1980–2000) tend to have a more cosmopolitan
outlook than previous generations. Trend data from British Social
Attitudes show larger numbers taking a more liberal attitude on
a whole range of social issues including immigration. Many are
45
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engaging in global online communities around YouTube stars,
music, campaigns or a multitude of other niche interests. As the
UK’s most diverse generation many young people themselves hold
complex, multi-layered identities. A group of young men of Somali
heritage told me they felt Muslim, Camden, British, Somali and
European, with these identities not cancelling each other out but
shifting in different circumstances. This diversity can give young
people a broader sense of their own identity. Young people were
less likely to see immigration as the most important issue in relation
to EU membership and far more likely to see the loss of the right to
work as a risk of leaving the EU (77 per cent among young voters vs
49 per cent among over 65s according to polling for British Future).
This is by no means a universal picture and there are splits on socioeconomic status and geography but the tendency is to a more outward looking worldview which translated into support for the EU.
Despite the clear preference among the majority of young voters
for remaining in the EU, the referendum failed to engage or inspire
this group. In seeking to engage young voters any campaign or party
has a huge wall of distrust, cynicism and anger to scale. Most political players and mainstream media outlets have lost their right to
be heard with a generation who believe they do not speak to or for
them. The EU referendum made little inroads to breaking down this
wall. A media narrative largely focused on the wrangling of domestic political players was never going to connect with young voters.
The issues they cared about – European travel, work, study and
opportunity were buried under a narrative on immigration. There
was a lack of young voices debating and sharing their perspective
on Europe and a vision that might have inspired them of a modern
country with a global outlook. This presented a missed opportunity
as a truly youth focused campaign might have encouraged older voters to vote for the sake of their children or grandchildren.
The referendum took place within a wider context in which young
voters are neglected and misunderstood. Debate too often focuses on
how to deal with their problematic ‘apathy’ rather than seeking to
address the problems with politics that leave them disengaged.
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There are underlying issues that help explain this.
The first is the breakdown of entry points into political decisionmaking for young voters. Not only do many feel ostracised from
political institutions, they also feel a lack of belonging and influence
in communities and workplaces.
Much analysis says it was ever thus about youth turnout but the
figures do not back this up. This generation are less likely than previous generations to vote, identify with a party or engage in civic life.
In 1964, 76.4 per cent of those aged under 25 are reported to have
voted, the same number as for those aged over 64 years old.2 In 2015,
it was estimated at 43 per cent compared to 78 per cent over 65.3
Secondly, the experience of political engagement is very different
for young people depending on their background. Research by the
Office for National Statistics showed that graduates are three times
more likely to engage in civic life.4 Young people are less likely to
identify subjectively with a class but their outcomes in terms of education, participation and opportunity are more likely to be defined by
their background. There is a greater premium on education encouraging middle class professionals to invest more and more furiously
in their children’s education, meaning the state has to do more to
equalise opportunities. The problems facing younger generations in
terms of access to housing, stable employment and pay progression
means that parental support is more important than ever whether it
is access to a spare room, guaranteeing a mortgage or support while
taking on an unpaid internship. The promise of the internet has been
greater equity but for many it has compounded inequalities, with
greater opportunities available to those with access to capital and
stability. It is no surprise that social mobility is stalling.
Finally, making sense of the individuality that sits beneath so much
of young people’s political worldview is integral to understanding
them. I have lost count of the number of young people who have told
me I am not my faith, my class, ‘I am just me’. Young people prefer
individual acts of expression to formalised involvement whether this
is community action, social entrepreneurship or spoken word poetry.
They seek to make a direct and personal impact.
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This individualism can be a positive force. This is the most entrepreneurial generation we have ever seen with record numbers wanting
to start their own business.5 Young people who are protective of their
own individuality tend to be more respectful of others. Many express
a desire for a greater purpose and personal impact, and any business
manual on employing millennials will advise a company to demonstrate to younger workers how they are positively benefiting society.
However when combined with lack of opportunity, it can become
a destructive force. When young people are faced with an uncertain
labour market and little opportunity, they do not have a collective
response and are left with blaming others or themselves. A focus
group I did in the Welsh valleys summed this up. These were the
children and grandchildren of trade unionists, all in low paid jobs
or unemployed but wanting more. When I asked them if they ever
thought of joining together politically, one answer summed up the
group response: “What happens if everyone turns up, we’re all
together and there is only one job available, everyone’s against each
other again.” This is a generation that are least likely to be proud of
a welfare state that has not delivered for them and tend to be less
supportive of redistribution than older generations.
This individuality is a huge challenge for leftwing parties who
have found electoral success in appealing to collective identities. In
a recent discussion with a group of young German students they told
me that they felt politically lost as there was no party that represents
the precise interaction of views that make up their personal political
identity. They end up voting for the candidate that seems to offer the
greatest challenge to the status quo. Speaking to them it immediately
resonated with the interviews I conducted with young people across
the UK. There is a fear of a party line, of subsuming their individuality. They are looking for a tailor-made politics which is difficult for
any party (essentially a coalition of views) to offer.
In my view how we find a path towards solidarity in a generation
seeing the world through an individualistic lens is one of the big
questions for the left in modern times. We cannot just continue in
the same vein we were built on that assumed collective identities
and experiences.
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HOW DO WE RESPOND?
Addressing instability
We need to respond to the high levels of instability many young
people face. Young people live for many years in the private
rented sector characterised by unstable tenancies, high prices and
lack of protection. As the supply of council housing dwindles, the
safety net of secure housing is available to fewer young people. As
many young people struggle to meet the basic costs of living, debt
becomes a part of life. Research from the Resolution Foundation
demonstrates that low pay and lack of career progression is looking
to be a chronic and long-term issue for this generation.6
At the same time the lack of youth engagement in politics mean
young voters and especially disadvantaged young people have
bourne much of the brunt of austerity. Analysis by the IPPR revealed
that in the 2010 spending review those aged 16 to 24 faced cuts
to services worth 28 per cent of their annual household income,
compared to just 10 per cent for those aged 55 to 74.7 It is disadvantaged young people who are least likely to take part and most
likely to lose out from policies such as the end of the educational
maintenance allowance and housing benefits cuts for under 21s. And
young people are left out of new protections such as the increasing
minimum wage.
There needs to be a political response that takes up these issues
with urgency and power. Many young people are bemused that the
services they rely on are silently disappearing. It reinforces their
distrust of politics and they need their political leaders to offer some
recognition of the challenges they face.
A political agenda that meets the needs of young voters has to
include some courage from political leaders about the distribution
of resources and some bold national policy agenda such as a comprehensive house building programme. However in addressing these
challenges we need to recognise where young people are coming
from. This means respecting their desire for individuality and recognising that stability does not necessarily look the same for younger
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generations as older. Many young people appreciate flexibility in
their work so they can pursue a portfolio of careers. A basic income
as promoted by Anthony Painter, to use as a platform for entrepreneurial projects will be attractive for some.8 New models of support
and in work training can open up trade unionism to younger people.
Rebuilding our civic space
Responding to the concerns of young voters is not just distributional,
it also requires us to act as community builders. Anxiety, stress,
loneliness and alienation are rampant issues among the young with
1 in 10 self-harming.9 It is telling that we have older generations
and younger ones struggling with a chronic sense of loneliness.10
In my local council work I am cabinet member for both young and
older people and I hear the same sense of alienation and longing for
meaning and belonging across generations. Older people feel scared,
many younger people feel judged. They interact through the often
poison pen of mainstream media and our communities either disintegrate or never form. People feel trapped in their own homes and
public space is eroded. Any political project in the modern age has to
be about rebuilding real intergenerational communities. The work of
Citizens UK offer an important model based on relational community organising. They allow individuals to be heard and to lead their
own campaigns, and at the same time they create intergenerational
assemblies to negotiate collective views.
There are increasing numbers of new tech platforms seeking to
crowdsource views and promote political dialogue. These platforms
have an important role to play in community building but they need
investment of time and resource by political leaders. There is no
intrinsic rule that means social media is positive for engagement. It
can be a space for factional political divisions, anonymous venom
and abuse, and most dangerously of all collective delusions where
people become imprisoned by the self-reinforcing worldview of their
own social networks. As citizens we need to shape our online civic
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space and create constructive platforms for dialogue. The future of
our democracy depends on us all investing time and effort into this.
Political institutions must be part of the solution. This requires
nothing less than a bold mission to rebuild our civic space including
a programme of institutional reform and the creation of new political
institutions that seamlessly integrate on and offline.
Rethinking political engagement
We are not starting from scratch in rethinking political engagement.
We can learn from the young people who are already leading this.
The most successful youth movements share power and give young
people a sense of belonging and ownership. They are not content to
be passive recipients of political information, they want to play an
active role in decision making. YouTube star and poet Suli Breaks
managed to carve out a leadership role for himself not from any
position but from leading a global conversation about education
through the medium of YouTube videos. He put out an idea, and
started an open conversation through YouTube. Young people
want to see the same kind of collective endeavour from their policymaking. Participation does not stop with politics and there is an
important agenda around championing participation in workplaces
through mutual ownership, cooperative principles and employee
involvement in governance.
For the hardest to reach young people there has to be real investment in relationship based community organising. This is the hard,
community based work of turning up to where young people are, listening, and supporting them to shape their own campaigns. This can
be painstakingly slow with those who have least trust and it requires
creativity and perseverance. A recent example from a Public Collaboration Lab Camden Council are running with Central Saint Martins
(CSM) saw a group of CSM students tasked with redesigning youth
centres in some of our most deprived areas. They at first struggled
to engage with some of the hard to reach young people who use our
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services. They tried food, meetings, one to one discussions and were
met with silence and resistance. Eventually they took a decision
to start dynamically changing the young people’s space – moving
the pool table, adding new features. The young people responded,
writing their feedback, questioning the changes and by the end of
the process that silent group had come to present their ideas to the
council.
The experience of politics for many can be poor and there is little
thought put into how to develop and nurture political activism and
invest in young leaders. We lack safe spaces for political dialogue
that allow for vulnerability, humanity and nuance. Young people
are themselves using the arts as a political tool. A young homeless
woman seeking to represent her peers told me that she used poetry,
spoken word and art to get their views when words were too difficult. Our work in Camden with CSM shows how art and design
can break through traditional political barriers. Students are able to
move outside the state-citizen dynamic with all its power dynamics.
Design thinking can break outside the for or against nature of much
consultation, taking points of tension and turning them into a catalyst for creative solutions.

CONCLUSION
We are far too complacent about our political institutions. It should
be a cause of deep concern to anyone in politics that so many of our
young people are choosing to believe in conspiracy theories where
they are deliberately kept out of power and that the majority of our
young citizens are staying away from formal politics. According to
Hansard’s 2014 audit of political engagement only half of 18 to 24
year olds believe parliamentary institutions are essential for democracy (compared to 73 per cent of those aged over 75).11 Responding
to this requires action at every level. Nationally there should be a
new civic jury service where citizens come together across different generations to deliberate together on political issues of local
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and national concern. Locally community leaders, arts and cultural
institutions can provide spaces and forums for dialogue about political and social issues. All of us involved in political and community
life have something to contribute, and the starting point is building
relationships with young people and reaching out to include them in
decision making.
For the progressive left this is an urgent task. Young people grew
up in Labour Britain and as a result they are the most tolerant, open
and educated generation this country has ever seen. They also face
substantial barriers in meeting their high aspirations as a generation.
Working with them is both an opportunity for renewal and a chance
to embody our values.
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS AND THE
WELFARE STATE
Tiina Likki

INTRODUCTION
The UK welfare system is characterised by modest welfare benefits,
strict entitlement rules and means-tested assistance. This means that
most people need to engage with the system in order to gain and
maintain access to benefits. In reality, beneficiaries often feel that
they have no other option but to engage, which can mean that their
contacts with the welfare system are not productive.
To improve engagement, the welfare system needs to understand
and incorporate the factors that influence individual judgement,
decision making and motivation. We can use new findings from the
behavioural sciences to create this engagement, particularly in relation to income support and employment services. For example, in a
trial run with Bedford Jobcentre Plus, increasing the personalisation
of text messages meant that jobseekers were more likely to attend
voluntary job fairs.1 Similarly, we know that people are influenced
by those around them – both for the good and the bad.2 When people
are told that most of those living around them pay their taxes on
time, they are more likely to do so themselves.3 A welfare system
that ignores the role of social norms and social influence is likely to
perform less well than one that capitalises on social networks and
peer support.
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Behavioural insights draw on research from across fields as varied
as psychology, economics and anthropology to provide a deeper
understanding of the drivers of behaviour.4 Governments around
the world increasingly use behavioural science to understand and
encourage desirable behaviours such as pension savings, timely tax
payments, and healthy eating. Behavioural science is also increasingly applied to different parts of the welfare state, from education
and health to income maintenance, often resulting in low-cost and
easily scalable interventions. In a study where parents of secondary
school pupils were texted regularly about their children’s upcoming
exams and homework, the children’s maths results were boosted by
the equivalent of an extra month in the classroom.5
Similarly, in welfare policy, we need to understand the factors
that influence behaviour and think innovatively about new solutions.
For example, in a study done by the Behavioural Insights Team
with Loughton Jobcentre Plus, simplifying the Jobcentre process for
new claimants and encouraging jobseekers to make specific commitments to future activities increased the percentage of jobseekers
no longer claiming benefits by 5 percentage points, and the effect
persisted, albeit smaller, when tested across a further 12 Jobcentres.6
In addition to using a more realistic and evidence-based model
of human behaviour, behavioural insights often draw on rigorous
evaluation and innovative approaches to data analysis. For example,
an analysis of data on over 120,000 cases relating to social worker
decision making in three English local authorities showed, in addition to other findings, that cases were less likely to progress to further action if the referral was received on the weekend.7 These new
analyses can suggest simple changes to improve the way that public
services are designed and delivered.
Behavioural insights are also often linked to a commitment to rigorously test the impact of any policy change before deciding whether
to implement it at scale. This is based on the view that the public sector has a responsibility both towards the people who will be affected
by the policies, and towards tax payers, to ensure they are effective.
While not the only option, randomised controlled trials (RCTs) are
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often used because they provide a high level of confidence that any
observed impact was due to the intervention, rather than any other
cause.
That said, behavioural insights are not a silver bullet that can always
replace existing policy tools such as regulation or providing information. They are best conceived of as fulfilling two functions: first as a
complement to traditional policy tools, and second as a lens through
which we can evaluate existing or planned policies and improve them.

APPLYING BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS AT DIFFERENT
LEVELS OF WELFARE POLICY
Behavioural insights can benefit the design and delivery of welfare
policy at different levels. At one end, we can use it to inform high
level policy design, covering broad questions such as how to structure
welfare benefits. At the other end, it can help improve service design,
ranging from modifications to the letters people receive and the forms
they use to claim benefits, to how they are supported by employment
advisors. This is not a hard distinction and there is undoubtedly some
overlap in the middle, where policy design translates into service
design. The point I wish to make is that, regardless of the level, there
is a role for behavioural science as well as rigorous evaluation.
High-level policy design
The first and broadest level relates to high-level policy design. When
designing a benefit system, policy makers need to make decisions
related to the monetary value of benefits, who is eligible for a certain
benefit, and what (if any) conditions apply to receive the benefit. In
addition, they must consider if any restrictions should be applied
to what the benefit can be used towards (eg voucher or cash based
services).
An area that would greatly benefit from an evidence based
approach and testing is the impact of conditionality and sanctions
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on employment outcomes among disabled people and people with
health conditions. In a primarily non-disabled population, the evidence on conditionality (eg requiring people to undertake a job
search in order to receive benefits) is mixed. It has been shown to
have some positive impacts on job entry, but has also been linked
to lower earnings and, where sanctions are imposed, to reduced
job duration.8 There is, however, no evidence to suggest that using
sanctions to penalise non-compliance (eg failure to attend an interview) leads to better employment outcomes for people with health
conditions or disabilities. A trial could test how different degrees
of conditionality influence job entry, job duration and earnings.
Furthermore, the trial could review any undesirable impacts such as
negative effects on wellbeing or mental health.
In an ideal world, these high level policy design choices would be
subjected to RCTs or other forms of rigorous evaluation. In practice,
however, it is impossible to subject every single element of a policy
to a rigorous test, and often policies are rolled out without assessment. Where testing is not possible, either for practical or political
reasons, there is still scope for behavioural science to ensure that
the principles underpinning the policy are based on an accurate and
evidence based understanding of human behaviour. For example, in
2012, decades of concern over low savings rates led to the introduction of automatic enrolment in savings plans in the UK (compared to
the past when employees had to actively opt in to take part). To date,
the opt-out rates have been very low, with only 9 per cent of workers
opting out of a pension scheme and 10 million workers estimated to
be newly saving or saving more as a result of automatic enrolment
by 2018.9 This suggests that where in the past psychological inertia
led to lower savings it can now be harnessed to ensure fewer people
experience poverty later in life.
Service design
The other main way where behavioural insights can be applied is in
the design of different government services. As an evidence based
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approach, behavioural insights can help with two types of questions
around service design. The first relates to the practical question of
how to get people to engage with the system as it exists. This can
involve finding ways to ensure that people take up the services they
are entitled to or that they engage fully with the support available.
Many people who interact with the government in relation to welfare and employment have an experience that is often bureaucratic
and does not take into account individual circumstances. Work done
by academics as well as the Behavioural Insights Team, across different policy areas, suggests that some of the key success factors
for engagement involve making a behaviour easy, attractive, social
and timely.10 One example from work with Her Majesty’s Revenue
and Customs showed that directing taxpayers to an online form to
be filled out, rather than to a webpage containing the form, could
increase response rates significantly.11 Similar things could be done
in welfare provision by making information easy to access, making
processes simple to follow, and providing people with the most relevant and personalised information and support.
A factor that makes such changes particularly important relates to
psychological scarcity – a phenomenon where the lack of resources
such as time or money reduces cognitive bandwidth (ie mental
processing capacity) and leads to decisions that may go against an
individual’s long term interests.12 This is particularly likely to be the
case for people who are struggling to make ends meet or who experience financial or other instability in their lives. From a behavioural
perspective, a benefit and employment support system should be
designed to reduce the additional burden imposed on already taxed
cognitive resources and ensure people can fully engage with the
support available.
The second question that behavioural insights can help address
in relation to service design is to assess and ensure that the support
offered leads to the desired employment outcomes. Even when a
new intervention or service is designed based on evidence, it should
be tested to ensure it has the desired impact in the target population.
An example of an innovative RCT to improve the effectiveness of
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job searches by using a low cost online tool comes from a team of
economists led by Michele Belot. In a study of jobseekers in Scotland, the researchers asked half the participants to use an alternative
job search platform that offered tailored suggestions to broaden the
person’s job search to occupations they might not have considered
on their own. The study found that the jobseekers who used the new
interface experienced a 30 per cent increase in job interviews.13
Recommendations for policymakers
The findings presented above offer insights into the behavioural
dynamics of welfare policy and service delivery but much more can
be done. A behaviourally informed approach points to three concrete
steps that policymakers can take:
1. Understand the user experience
2. Apply behavioural science
3. Evaluate and iterate
The first step is to become genuinely familiar with how engaging
with a service feels from a user’s perspective. Liaising with charities
and user groups can prove invaluable for making visible the frictions
and inconsistencies that may seem small from the policymaker’s
perspective but deeply impact how people engage with a service.
Embarking on the customer journey oneself, whether trying to make
a claim or set up an account without having access to a computer,
can also be revealing.
This step is relevant, for example, to Universal Credit, the new
welfare system in the UK, which introduces greater work coach discretion to decide the level of conditionality applied to an individual
who receives benefits. The first step to ensure this element of the
system is designed appropriately entails observing what information
work coaches draw on to make these decisions, whether different
work coaches provided with the same information make the same
decision, and whether different customers have the same ability to
describe their capability to work and to advocate for themselves.
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The second step is to explore the behavioural literature to understand what findings from behavioural science could explain why a
policy or a service works well, and why it does not. In employment
and welfare policy, this often means looking beyond research that is
most directly linked to these areas and making creative connections
with behavioural studies in other fields, such as health or education. In the case of decision-making among Universal Credit work
coaches, this could entail looking at the evidence from behavioural
science regarding confirmation bias (where people focus on information that is in line with their existing beliefs) or risk aversion (the
tendency to avoid risk under uncertainty).
Finally, any new service change or intervention would ideally be
evaluated at a smaller scale before any wider implementation. To
create a well-functioning and personalised system of support for
people who receive benefits, the system should ensure that discretion
in setting conditionality does not have unintended consequences.
This could mean providing work coaches with tools to support
decision-making and then testing whether using them results in
better wellbeing and employment outcomes for the people they are
meant to help.
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LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION
Building place-based system change for better
social outcomes
Anna Randle

Public services have traditionally been designed to solve society’s
problems. A health service to treat illness. Police to step in when
people are not safe. Drug and alcohol services to cure people of
their addictions. Social services to look after people who, for various reasons, cannot look after themselves. And on it goes: a complex
arrangement of publicly funded services. Some are delivered to
everyone, some only to those who need them; some are controlled
locally, some nationally – with accountability varying just as much.
Public services play a critical role in helping and protecting citizens. But we know something is not working. Demand for public
services is ever-increasing, driven in part by an ageing population
and changing public expectations. At a time when costs are rising,
the funding for local public services is being massively reduced by
central government. Fundamentally, public services are not solving
our most intractable social and economic challenges. Inequalities
in health and education outcomes and economic participation are
rising. There is huge variation in the economic and social outcomes of different towns and cities in the UK, and even within
neighbourhoods. Communities in which the most public money is
spent continue to place the highest demand on services over time.
And we know that individuals and families with the most complex
63

64

ANNA RANDLE

needs experience multiple interventions from different services and
agencies, and yet all too often remain trapped in repeating cycles
of intervention, and often in intergenerational patterns of need and
deprivation.
Public services need to change. But how?
Collaborate’s work with local authorities and other local public
services across the country has generated two key insights:
1. The causes of social problems are complex and interrelated.
2. There is often a geographic, or place based, dimension.
These insights lead us to two conclusions that have deep implications for our understanding of the role of local public services:
First, that addressing complex problems requires the contribution of many different actors, and no single service, organisation or person can address the root causes of need alone.
Consider the health outcomes for adult men in a particular ward
of a city. Data tell us that the health outcomes for men in this ward
are worse than in a different part of the city. The reasons for this
disparity are complex. They are likely to include, for example, levels of employment, access to education and training, diet, access to
green space, exercise and lifestyle, income and the social norms and
expectations men experience in their community.
Addressing those root causes requires the contribution of many
different actors and organisations. From the perspective of public
services, this might be about utilising the collective resource of
housing, work training and employment services, welfare, local GPs
and so on. These services have the potential to be more impactful
if they are pulling in the same direction, working in similar ways
and collaborating to provide more holistic support to people in the
community.
Second, that many parts of the solution also exist at a local
level – be it the individual, the family, the community, the neighbourhood, the town or the city – so local public service organisations should build place-based approaches that take into account
the reality of people’s lives where they live.
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We know that people’s own motivation and drive to change is
critical and that significant spheres of influence on outcomes exist
within families, networks and communities. For example, families
and friends influence people’s behaviour and choices, and communities establish subtle social norms, or provide sources of social support.
These are spheres of influence that public services traditionally do not
to think about, or have tackled principally through national campaigns.
However, to return to the example above, we must acknowledge that
not even the council or local NHS partners, with their relatively large
budgets and workforce, can solve complex social challenges such as
inequalities in health outcomes simply through delivering services.
It is therefore critical that public services look for potential
resources in the wider community, in institutions such as churches,
voluntary sector groups, local businesses, social networks and even
families. This is not about the ‘heavy hand of the state’ reaching into
our living rooms, but about understanding where community assets
can be recognised, valued and included as part of the system that can
positively influence an outcome.
Through our research, we have identified a number of things that
we believe should be explicitly recognised and deployed by public
service organisations as part of the route to improved social and
economic outcomes in our communities:
• Community engagement and relationship building: enabling
people working in public services to understand what is happening in people’s lives and within communities - the root causes of
demand, not simply the presenting problems
• Identifying and working with local community assets: people
(like community leaders and people of influence, such as faith
leaders) and places (buildings and outside spaces where people
can convene and do things together, such as growing food, cooking, and sport)
• Identifying other organisations with a role to play: for example,
voluntary groups and third sector organisations that can bring
people together; businesses that can be encouraged to act in more
socially responsible ways
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• Mobilising citizens and building social networks: so that people
feel part of a community, can help each other, find informal support from their neighbours and connect with people with similar
interests - what Julia Unwin describes as the “frontline defence
against poverty”
• Building community capacity and resilience: for example,
through asset-based community development
• Influencing behaviours and social norms: for example, working
with local parents to encourage them to socialise, play and read
with their children
• Redesigning frontline public services so that they act as part
of this local ecosystem: for example, GP surgeries socially prescribing community activities and hosting local groups; children’s
centres that help parents grow local networks; social workers and
housing officers who can take the time to understand the root
causes of people’s needs, the strengths and assets they have and
the role of community connections as part of the solution; and
integrated frontline teams of different public services and community development capacity.

BEHAVING LIKE A SYSTEM: SHIFTING OUR
UNDERSTANDING OF PUBLIC SERVICES
Based on these conclusions, we think there are four shifts that
we need to make in the way that we think about how we change
outcomes in communities and the role of public services:
• Change the assumption that public services alone can solve people’s problems
• Reconceive public services as part of a place-based system that
can influence outcomes, including people, families, communities,
local organisations and institutions, the third sector and businesses
• Consider how the collective power of that system can be mobilised to address a common cause
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• Use public money to invest in, build, and influence that system
to support and enable other parts of the system to play a role in
achieving positive change
These shifts help us to understand the case for collaboration between
different public services, as well as the importance of building productive relationships among the statutory sector and other bodies
(such as community and voluntary organisations), and with communities themselves.
The benefits of whole system, whole place collaboration
Working as a place-based system presents the opportunity to build
new, collaborative routes to better social outcomes. As part of this,
we think that it also creates opportunities to rethink other assumptions that underpin the way we have approached place-based change
in the past.
From services to outcomes in a place
First, we can think holistically about how outcomes in a place are
achieved, beyond service and organisational silos. Joined-up services
mean the accountability of individual public service institutions then
shifts from the quality of the services they deliver to the quality of
outcomes in a place. For example, can it be right that a hospital
can achieve a top rating for the quality of its services if it is in an
area with poor health outcomes? What would a genuinely systemic
approach to place based health look like?
Towards integrated public service reform and economic
growth
Second, we should build more integrated approaches to public
service reform and economic development. Many of the determinants of people’s ability to access and benefit from economic
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growth are social and cultural, and yet we tend to focus on the
physical (such as transport infrastructure), the service based (such as
JobCentre Plus) or even the punitive (such as welfare reform). How
could we use public service resources to build people’s confidence
and capacity to access jobs, creating the preconditions for inclusive
growth?
From efficiency gains for one organisation to demand
management across a system
Thirdly, a whole system approach enables public service organisations
to shift from focusing on efficiency gains (or cuts) for individual
organisations to thinking about demand management across a whole
system of services. How can we align the financial incentives of
different parts of the public sector better? And what is the cross
sector investment case for integrated, place-based investment in community networks and activity as one means of managing demand for
services?
From political vision for the council to political vision for
the place
Finally, we can move from a political vision for the council towards
a political vision for place. A shared strategic plan for all local
public services will underpin this vision, while investment and
democratic accountability for a wider range of local services will be
crucial in order to realise it.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN LOCAL PUBLIC SERVICES
NEED TO DO?
This is easy to say and hard to do, particularly at scale. Such
place-based collaboration too often remains an ambition, getting
stuck at the margins in interesting but small scale pilots and projects,
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of which there are many examples. We need the organisations that
have the most influence over how public services are run and the
financial resources to build and sustain local systems to take the time
to understand and purposefully build the system infrastructure that
will translate aspirational words into new practice.
Key aspects of the local authority role in place-based system
change include:
• convening partners throughout the system
• designing a process through which new principles and behaviours
for public services are defined
• leading politically and co-creating a social and economic vision
for the future of the place
• mobilising citizens and supporting/helping to create social movements (or acting as a local ‘platform’ for change)
• testing new ways of working, with a view to creating deeper and
broader change based on insights and learning
• building the ‘system infrastructure’, or hard wiring, that will
enable the translation of ambition into new collaborative culture
and practice
From Collaborate’s research with public services and a range of
other stakeholders in several places, we have identified nine building blocks of ‘place-based system infrastructure’. We have designed
a framework for local authorities and other local public services to
help them to understand what they need to change in order to shift
from silo organisations to a genuinely collaborative, place-based
approach.
The nine building blocks themselves, including place-based
strategy, funding, governance, accountability, data, delivery and
workforce strategy, are not revelatory - they are the things we
would all recognise as determining how organisations work and the
experience of using local public services. However, when considered through the lens of place based collaboration, their function
is significantly different. Redesigning and repurposing existing
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institutional infrastructure to support place based collaboration is
a critical part of building new local public services that can tackle
complex social problems and, most importantly, better social and
economic outcomes in our communities.

CONCLUSION
In our experience, the question of how different institutions and
people in places can collaborate for better social outcomes already
underpins much of the work going on to improve public services and
outcomes up and down the country. A number of places have already
begun the work of creating a new account of the role of place-based
public services and institutions: less paternal, more empowering;
prioritising local collaboration over centralised hierarchies; holistic
not fragmented, and facilitating the contribution of citizens and a
broad range of organisations and activities to improve outcomes. But
at the moment, these tend to be peripheral to public service systems
that are continuing largely as before. In our experience only a very
small number of places (Oldham in Greater Manchester is a good
example), are attempting change across the whole system and whole
place.
This is beginning to change, due to austerity, rising demand,
post-Brexit self-reflection about communities that have been ‘left
behind’, and the potential opportunities afforded by devolution. We
at Collaborate think that the work of the next period will be to support this change by helping local public services to shift how they
think, behave and work. We will help them to build new relationships and, fundamentally, a new practice and culture based on a
different understanding of how we can create new routes to social
change in our communities.
Collaborate CIC is a cutting edge social business that helps
services, systems and communities collaborate to improve social
and economic outcomes. www.collaboratei.com

SOCIAL MOBILITY AND
NONCOGNITIVE SKILLS
Charlie Cadywould

Previous progressive governments have attempted to tackle inequality of opportunity primarily through redistribution of income and
investment in public services. The belief has been that if we ensure
children don’t grow up in poverty, have a high quality comprehensive education system and widen access to higher education, the
entrenched class system can gradually be eroded. In this chapter,
I argue that without a proper understanding of how class advantages
are transferred between generations, particularly the transmission of
noncognitive skills, we will never achieve equality of opportunity.
Recent political interest in noncognitive skills, or ‘character’, has
inspired a wave of studies and pilot programmes that demonstrate
how these skills reinforce inequality at each stage of life: they affect
cognitive development, educational attainment, and labour market
outcomes. Moreover, there is mounting evidence that these noncognitive skills can be developed through interventions both in and
outside of the classroom. However, it appears that political support
for the character agenda has peaked, attention in education policy
circles is shifting, and it is in danger of becoming just another ‘fad’.
The final section of this chapter tackles some of the recent criticisms
that have emerged of the character agenda as it has developed in the
US as well as the UK. Ultimately, I argue, unequal development of
71
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noncognitive skills is an early symptom of class disadvantage, and
must be tackled alongside efforts to reduce the more entrenched
causes: social and economic inequality.

SOCIAL MOBILITY
The statistics on social mobility in the UK are stark. The odds of an
individual being in the highest social class group by the age of thirty
are around 20 times higher for an individual born into that same
social class than for someone born into the lowest class.1 People
at the 90th percentile of family background income have expected
earnings around 53 per cent higher than those at the 10th percentile.2
Numerous comparative studies have found the UK to be less mobile
than other advanced economies.3
There is a commonly deployed narrative of a ‘golden age of
social mobility’ after 1945 followed by a decline towards the end
of the 20th century. The academic literature backs up the ‘golden
age’ hypothesis in absolute terms, though the ‘decline’ is perhaps
exaggerated. The rapid expansion of professional and managerial
positions created more room at the top, giving those from low
income or class backgrounds a greater chance of moving into a
better paid, middle class occupation than previous generations. This
expansion slowed down in the 1980s and 1990s, and the popular
perception of a squeeze was probably exacerbated by men facing
greater competition from women for those positions.4
However, the evidence for changing relative social mobility –
that is, the likelihood of an individual substantially changing their
social position from birth to adulthood relative to the rest of the
population – is more contested. Paterson and Iannelli’s analysis
of the British Household Panel Survey found that social mobility
did not change substantially between pre-war, baby-boomer and
subsequent generations.5 On the other hand, Blanden’s work on the
British Cohort Studies found that the adult earnings of those born in
1970 were more strongly associated with their family incomes than
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the earnings of those born in 1958. 6 Similarly, MacMillan finds an
increasing trend for those born into richer families becoming lawyers
and doctors between the two cohorts.7 This suggests a decline in
relative income mobility between the two time points. More recent,
short term data published by the Social Mobility Commission suggest social mobility is flatlining or declining according to various
indicators.8

NONCOGNITIVE SKILLS
The causes of persisting social immobility are complex. Blanden,
Gregg and Macmillan’s 2007 analysis of the British Cohort Studies
focused on the transmission of advantage in the labour market
between parents and children, focusing on cognitive skills (literacy
and numeracy), ‘noncognitive skills’ (including self-esteem, application and ‘locus of control’) and educational outcomes. All of these
were found to be associated with socioeconomic background. The
study concluded that the power of cognitive and noncognitive skills
in childhood to predict adult earnings are roughly equal, and that the
impact of noncognitive skills in particular appears to be mediated
through educational attainment.9 They also found that these skills
are particularly important for disadvantaged young people: a child
from a deprived background with strong ‘application’ at age 10
typically has 14 per cent higher earnings at age 30 than other
deprived children. The figure among children from more affluent
backgrounds is just 4 per cent.10
Blanden’s UK studies in the mid-2000s, along with those of
Heckman, Duckworth and others in the US opened up academic
interest in the role of what have variously been called noncognitive
skills, social and emotional skills, and character. These are a set of
personality traits, virtues or skills that have been shown to affect a
wide range of later life outcomes including educational attainment,
income, occupation, mental health, life satisfaction, wellbeing,
physical health, obesity, smoking, crime, marriage and mortality.11
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The list of traits and skills associated with these outcomes is even
longer, including among many others: self-control, grit, creativity,
resilience, empathy, application, communication, self-awareness,
organisation, confidence, conscientiousness, self-efficacy, motivation and critical thinking.12
These might sound like buzzwords, but the evidence that something real and important lies behind them is robust. In relation to
labour market outcomes, the impact of noncognitive skills operates
at least on three levels. First, cognitive and noncognitive skills have
been shown to be interdependent; developing one promotes development in the other. In turn, cognitive skills are associated with
educational and labour market outcomes. 13
Second, noncognitive skills are proven to promote educational
outcomes, even after controlling for cognitive skills. A recent study
conducted in the US found that traits such as openness to experience,
conscientiousness and agreeableness are more predictive of school
grades than IQ. 14 Angela Duckworth’s work on the concept of ‘grit’
also finds a strong correlation with grades.15
Finally, in line with Blanden’s original findings, noncognitive skills
have a direct impact on labour market outcomes, beyond the mediated
impact they have through cognitive skills and educational attainment.
In other words, a child with superior noncognitive skills typically has
higher earnings and is more likely to work in the higher professions
than their peers with inferior noncognitive skills, but similar exam
results and levels of numeracy and literacy. For example, Claire
Tyler’s 2016 study assesses the relative contribution of four potential transmission mechanisms for the children of parents employed
in the higher professions: cognitive skills, noncognitive skills, job
aspirations and educational attainment. Overall, the children of parents employed in a top job are 22.8 percentage points more likely to
access a top job in adulthood than the children of other parents.16 She
finds that childhood cognitive skills (literacy and numeracy at age 10)
account for 20 per cent of the intergenerational persistence in top-job
status, while a range of noncognitive skills account for 9 per cent.
When educational outcomes are added to the model, noncognitive
skills still account for 5 per cent of the family background disparity.17
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CAN WE CHANGE OUR CHARACTER?
An understanding of the influence of personality traits on outcomes
reveals the limits of conventional approaches to promoting social
mobility. For example, a drive to ensure educational achievement
at the age of 16 is no longer influenced by social background would
be both doomed and insufficient to ensure even labour market outcomes unless social background differences in noncognitive skills
could also be addressed. The same could be said for a drive to
address the relationship between social background and numeracy
and literacy. Indeed, if it turned out that character traits are more or
less fixed at birth, then full social mobility, and equality of opportunity, would be a utopian dream.
Some noncognitive skills do appear to be largely inherited.
The Education Endowment Foundation’s literature review argues
that certain, more deeply ingrained, personality traits like grit
and creativity are hard to alter.18 However, more context specific
traits such as motivation and engagement, as well as skills like
self-control are fairly malleable.19 Numerous studies have shown
that that character is, in fact, heavily dependent on upbringing and
schooling, and can be developed with interventions both in and
outside of the classroom.
First, there is evidence that private schools develop character.
While caveating their conclusions with the fact that it is impossible
to control for possible character bias in private school selection processes, Green et al. find that private school pupils have more ‘locus
of control’ than state school pupils, controlling for social background and prior cognitive skills.20 In a later study, Green found that,
again accounting for social background, privately educated workers
are more likely to be in jobs requiring significantly greater leadership skills, offer greater organisational participation and require
greater work intensity.21
Second, findings from the Great Smoky Mountains Study of
Youth in North Carolina reveal the effect of cash injections on
character; the study is both remarkable and impossible to replicate.
Initially tracking the personalities of 1,420 low income children, by
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good fortune, a quarter of the children’s families were given an additional $4,000 a year as members of a Native American community
owed compensation during the lifetime of the study – this effectively
gave researchers a real-life, large-sample randomised control trial.
Those who received the extra cash boosted conscientiousness and
agreeableness, both of which are correlated with later life success
and happiness.22
Finally, as the evidence on the importance of character has
developed, so has the evidence base around interventions designed
to develop it. The Education Endowment Foundation cites studies
showing that mentoring, service learning, outdoor adventure, and
dedicated social and emotional learning programmes can improve
noncognitive skills on a number of measures.23 Recent evaluations
of pilot programmes funded by the Department for Education have
also seen positive results.24

THE CHARACTER AGENDA
Just at the point where the evidence base has matured, and attention
has turned from the effects of strong noncognitive skills to the
causes and interventions that might build them, there are signs that
the character agenda is beginning to wane. At its peak, perhaps,
with David Cameron’s Life Chances Strategy, it does not appear to
be a priority for Theresa May’s domestic agenda. Two of its strongest political proponents in the UK – Nicky Morgan and Tristram
Hunt, at one point Education Secretary and Shadow Education
Secretary respectively – have withdrawn from positions of political leadership. Grants to pilot and expand programmes to improve
character were worth £3m in 2015, and expanded to £6m in 2016,
but in June 2016 it was announced that a third of this pot would be
dedicated to military-style projects, which has strong support among
conservative commentators, but for which the evidence is severely
limited: the government’s own review “identified a range of issues
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which, together undermine the potential for impacts to be attributed
to the Military Ethos programme in a form which would stand up
to external scrutiny.”25 Furthermore, as of March 2017, the 2016
character grants are yet to be distributed, amid fears that they could
be scrapped.
Aside from a general sense that the government has pivoted to
focusing on and prioritising Brexit negotiations since Theresa May’s
elevation to the premiership, the education debate has moved on too.
The reintroduction of grammar schools opens up old political divisions previously thought long healed as a result of overwhelming
evidence against them. With the Labour leadership opposing both
grammars and the academy system, we are back to a debate about
institutions, while content takes a back seat.
There is therefore a risk that the character agenda will run out
of steam and be remembered as just another fad. Indeed, a number
of criticisms of the character agenda have recently emerged, which
could begin to take hold.
OBJECTIONS
The blame game
The first is that instead of trying to tackle structural inequalities
such as in educational provision or discriminatory or exclusive
recruitment processes, the character agenda essentially blames poor
people for being poor. This is especially problematic with character
traits like self-control. Consider the infamous marshmallow test:
children are told they can eat a marshmallow in front of them,
or wait a while and get two. If they can wait, it is said, they are
displaying the ability to ‘delay gratification’, which is associated
with good grades and higher earnings.26 Subsequent versions of the
test have shown that the ability to wait is heavily dependent on prior
life experience, and that the decision not to wait can be a rational
decision. In one experiment, a group of children experienced a
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promise being kept (provision of new crayons) by the researcher,
while for another group the promise was broken. Children who had
had a promise kept were able to wait significantly longer for the
second marshmallow than those who had had the promise broken.27
Children who grow up in unstable, unpredictable environments
might be making a similarly ‘rational’ choice in not delaying gratification. Moreover, there might be times in later life where the situation is uncertain and it is also ‘rational’ to take what you can get
as soon as you can get it.
This is a legitimate criticism of the marshmallow test: the
researcher has access to information (the second marshmallow really
is forthcoming) that the child does not. It is also a possible criticism
of the desirability of a trait like delaying gratification. Not delaying
gratification might have benefits in certain situations, to which any
interventions designed to improve the ability to delay gratification
would have to be sensitive.
However, it doesn’t mean that teaching character is not a worthy
endeavour. It reminds us that we have to be careful about exactly
what kinds of traits we are teaching, and how. In fact, though, it
underlines a key point: that noncognitive skills are to an extent
determined by social background28 makes it all the more clearly
unjust that they are unevenly distributed. It is not that some people
just innately have ‘good character’ and some don’t, it is that people’s
backgrounds can affect noncognitive skills just like cognitive
skills. Both affect life prospects, so why should they be treated any
differently?
It also reveals that developing noncognitive skills can’t be a
replacement for tackling issues like child poverty. This revised
marshmallow test, like the Smoky Mountains study, shows that
noncognitive skills can be better developed under certain social
and economic conditions. Moreover, none of the literature claims
that disparities in noncognitive skills explain social immobility
in its totality. There is a great body of literature, including the
‘Great Gatsby Curve’ showing a clear link between higher levels of
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economic inequality and social immobility in a society.29 Tackling
the character gap doesn’t mean we have to abandon goals like eradicating child poverty or reducing inequality.
Crowding out numeracy and literacy
The second criticism is that it crowds out other important facets
of education. Teachers are under ever more pressure to deliver
good exam results for their pupils. When the evidence on the
interventions that work is still developing, it’s understandable that
teachers might see it as a luxury they can’t afford. Many schools
and teachers feel they already teach character through a school
ethos and interactions with pupils. Some feel it adds to the burden
on pupils if they are being directly taught about noncognitive
skills. Education writer Valerie Strauss argues of the debate around
‘grit’ in the US:
“The grit discourse is driven primarily not be concerns about
disadvantaged students but by the anxiety of middle and upper-class
parents about the character of their own children. The critics, however,
are right that poor children are the inevitable losers of this game. An
overemphasis on character education means that fewer resources will
be spent on teaching disadvantaged students the skills and knowledge
they need to actually succeed academically and professionally.
Sisyphus had plenty of grit, but it didn’t get him very far.”30

This ignores two of the key insights from the academic evidence:
first, that noncognitive skills have a positive effect on cognitive
skills and educational outcomes, and second, that noncognitive skills
have been shown to be substantially more important for disadvantaged children than their more affluent peers. On the other hand, it
does raise an important question of the measure the relative success
of various programmes or teaching styles. For example, developing noncognitive skills might help to develop cognitive skills such
as numeracy, but is an extra hour of character development more

80

CHARLIE CADYWOULD

effective at improving numeracy than an extra hour of maths?
Probably not, so we need to consider the full range of outcomes
when we decide what to prioritise in education.
Morality and the state
The final objection relates to morality. The character agenda has
been criticised as both too moralistic and not moralistic enough. On
the one hand, Jeffrey Aaron Snyder argues that character education:
“promotes an amoral and careerist ‘looking out for number one’ point
of view . . . today’s grit and self-control are basically industry and
temperance in the guise of psychological constructs rather than moral
imperatives. Why is this distinction important? While it takes grit and
self-control to be a successful heart surgeon, the same could be said
about a suicide bomber.”31

This may be a fair criticism of some character programmes in
the US, but in the UK character has developed a distinctly moral
flavour, in part thanks to the influential Jubilee Centre for Character
and Virtues.32
Others object to character, particularly the term itself, because
it has the air of something old-fashioned, elitist, and conservative
or even militaristic.33 It evokes out-of-date ideas about ‘character
building’ punishments, the ‘stiff upper lip’ and ‘tough love’.
This is primarily a problem of politics and branding. Character
might have been the best term to bring conservatives to a cause
which might otherwise have been seen as a bit paternalistic, obsessively egalitarian, ‘alternative’, or just a bit soft or wishy-washy. But
in calling it character, it might have put off some teachers who see it
as a further ideological interference by a Conservative government
which has previously displayed hostility towards the profession.
On the other hand, this branding may have had a real influence on
how the agenda has been shaped: it might explain why funding for
character has been pushed into ‘military ethos’ provision, despite the
lack of evidence for its effectiveness.
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Others reject the idea that there is a single set of personality traits
that should be desirable, or at least that it is the role of the state to
decide what is and isn’t. As one teacher puts it:
“By trying to make Character . . . a thing that can be taught explicitly, measured, reported on, with data collected and dispersed to
all and sundry, it could be said that the very idea of ‘character’
is transmuted from being a collection of difficult to define human
traits that might emerge over time, to that of a bureaucrat’s idea of
character.”34

There is certainly a grain of truth in this as it relates to Goodhart’s
Law: when a measure becomes a target, it is no longer a useful
measure. There is a challenge to ensure that the character agenda does
not become another inefficient box-ticking exercise. However, the
wider point about whether ‘bureaucrats’ should involve themselves at
all depends entirely on the kinds of character traits the state is trying to
instil. This raises difficult and complex questions – it must avoid totalitarian-style indoctrination, for example – but if done right, character
education can help guard future generations against indoctrination
from other sources. Teaching children to be questioning, curious,
motivated and equipped to pursue the truth, can do exactly that.

CONCLUSION
Governments that want to tackle social immobility should follow the
evidence. Research shows that the gap in noncognitive skills among
children from deprived and more affluent backgrounds play an
important role in Britain’s lack of intergenerational social mobility.
More recent research shows that noncognitive skills – or character
– can be developed through interventions from early years to young
adulthood, both in and outside of formal educational settings.
However, despite the promise of the character agenda, which until
recently had gained significant and active support from both main
political parties, it is in danger of becoming just another passing fad.
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While there are legitimate questions and concerns about the way
character is taught, and the kinds of traits and skills that should be
taught, otherwise instilled, and ultimately measured, the evidence
should not be ignored. It is not good enough for children from
deprived families to be consigned to inferior life chances while
those attending private schools gain an additional edge in the labour
market beyond better grades. We must not forget the role that
growing up in poverty plays in disadvantaging children at every
stage, but there is more than one route to tackling this disadvantage.
We need an ‘all of the above’ approach to achieving social mobility:
tackle the causes of disadvantage, but tackle the early symptoms too.
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CONSENT AND PUBLIC SPENDING
Exploring new models of taxation
Andrew Harrop

After the financial crisis, when tax revenues collapsed and public
deficits soared, social democrats sought new ways of pursuing social
justice which were less reliant on public spending. They rightly
focused on the reform of markets, on tax justice and on expanding
collectivist, non-market spaces outside the confines of the state.
Meanwhile, the left’s debates on public spending centred only on
questions of preservation: where should the previous path of expenditure growth be defended, in the face of a presumption of cuts, or
of spending increases far below the trend rate of economic growth?
This turn away from public spending was understandable, but
social democrats now have to stop being defensive about expenditure. Other strategies for social justice are still important, but to
achieve stronger, fairer societies we need public expenditure to
be sustained as a share of national economic output, and to rise in
some instances. The case was well made by the 2013 Fabian Society
commission on future spending choices.1 It accepted the need for
efficiency savings and deficit reduction, but it also looked ahead
over a 15 or 20 year timeframe to examine options for spending as
a share of national income. It made two points about the evolution
of public spending in the UK, both of which apply equally to other
rich nations.
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First, spending on health and care needs to rise as a share of national
income, in response to cost pressures, demographics and public preferences. If this expansion does not take place through extra public
expenditure, it will happen via private spending in a manner which
will be more arbitrary, expensive and socially inequitable.
Second, social security policies are leading to a steady reduction
in the share of national income redistributed to children and adults
of working age. This will result in the living standards of households
in the bottom half of the income distribution rising less quickly than
those of people who are better off.
Subsequent Fabian research has illustrated this second point in
more detail.2 Current plans for UK social security will see spending
on non-pensioners fall sharply as a share of GDP, which will in
turn lead to long term stagnation in living standards, greater income
inequality and rising child poverty. Higher minimum wages, full
employment and tax reforms are insufficient to counter these effects.
They can only be avoided by reforming social security policies, so
that the default is for spending to rise at about the same pace as
national prosperity.

PUBLIC CONSENT FOR EXTRA SPENDING
But if social justice necessitates spending more on both health and
social security than current policy assumes, the strategic challenge
for the left is to win public acceptance for these increases. Stagnant
living standards, political alienation and a more individualistic culture present a hostile attitudinal backdrop. As a result, people will
be less and less likely to accept the case for tax rises, unless there
are much stronger institutional links between revenue and expenditure. The answer is for social democrats to call for the greater
use and higher visibility of earmarked taxes and contribution based
entitlements.
Earmarked (or hypothecated) taxes can secure public acceptance
for extra revenue raising, in cases where the associated government
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expenditure is highly valued. They create a link between (unpopular)
payments and (popular) public provision, at a population-wide level.3
Contributory entitlements perform the same function, working at the
level of each individual. This makes sense where there is a need
to establish the case for the expenditure, rather than the associated
revenue alone: earned entitlements linked to a contribution generate
public support for spending on things which might be treated with
suspicion otherwise.
In the UK context, spending on health and care is popular, but
spending on social security for children and working age adults is not.
So the former should be the top candidate for earmarked taxation and
the latter should be the priority for extra contributory entitlements.

HEALTH TAXES
16 years ago a different Fabian Society commission examined the
case for a hypothecated tax for the NHS. The commission’s majority supported the proposal, but there was a dissenting minority.4 At
that time, and perhaps reflecting this split, the group’s work resulted
in a halfway house: an earmarked rise in national insurance for the
health service, but not the creation of fully hypothecated NHS revenue. Now there are good reasons to revive the idea of earmarked,
ringfenced health taxes - although these days most observers would
wish any fund to cover the interdependent fields of healthcare, adult
social care and public health.
First, earmarked ‘health taxes’ would result in spending on health
rising automatically in line with tax revenues, which should in turn
be reasonably reflective of the nation’s increasing prosperity. Linking
health spending to a (growing) tax base would therefore combine
revenue buoyancy with affordability for taxpayers. There is always
some uncertainty in predicting tax revenues, so the income would
have to smoothed out a bit from year to year, but a significant topup from other funds would only be needed in the most exceptional
cases, such as the collapse in tax revenues after the 2007/2008 crisis.
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Second, health taxes would provide a mechanism for raising extra
cash beyond what would arise from ordinary growth in revenues.
Health spending could be increased by raising the rates of the associated taxes (thus preventing the crowding out of other desirable
public expenditure). Following a process of public education and
consent building, a future chancellor might raise the tax rates to
resolve existing underspending, for example with respect of adult
social care or mental health, or to make gradual, staged increases to
reflect rising need over time.
The exact design of new ‘health taxes’ would be subject to
debate, as would the arrangements with respect to Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland. To secure a broad, buoyant and progressive
tax base, the best option would probably be to use a portion of
income tax, either on its own or in combination with VAT. Existing ‘sin’ taxes on tobacco and alcohol could also be used, although
they would reflect a small share of the total fund. And the existing
NHS element to national insurance contributions (NICs) could be
scrapped and rolled into the new system.
New health taxes should be designed to be visible. They would
appear on payslips and till receipts alongside income tax and VAT.
As an illustration, a set of health taxes that would roughly match
existing health spending could comprise: all tobacco and alcohol
duties; the first 10 per cent of VAT; the first 10 pence in the pound
of basic rate income tax; and the first 20 pence of higher rate income
tax. Such standalone taxation for health would be very controversial
within the Treasury, but this plan is unremarkable when compared to
other European countries, where healthcare is often funded by social
insurance or local taxes. And it could be compatible with either a
nationally controlled or a more devolved health and care system.

CONTRIBUTORY ENTITLEMENTS DURING
WORKING LIFE
Creating standalone health taxes would also serve to increase the
simplicity and transparency of national insurance, which mainly
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funds social security but today makes a small contribution to the
NHS too. In future NICs should be explicitly restricted to the
financing of contributory entitlements, and this should be clearly
communicated to the public to help relegitimise social security. One
option, discussed in the recent Fabian report, For Us All, would be
to convert the existing National Insurance Fund into a ringfenced
membership based scheme which would issue regular statements to
contributors and recipients.5
Increasing the connection between NICs and entitlements should
be part of a broader strategy to rehabilitate social security for children and working age adults, by creating a system that provides
support to more people, on a more inclusive basis, and therefore
secures more public backing. As things stand, the vast majority of
the National Insurance Fund is spent on the state pension. Social
democrats should develop plans to expand the national insurance
entitlements available in working life.
In For Us All, three directions for new entitlements are proposed.
First, existing support for temporary periods without work – for
maternity, unemployment and illness - could be made much more
generous. The report argues that earned, non-means-tested national
insurance benefits should be set to match the new state pension,
which is worth around twice as much as contributory jobseeker’s
allowance today.
The second idea is that people should have much more flexibility
in accessing the lifetime national insurance entitlements they build
up. Once people have a good contribution record, they should be
able to take a year of their state pension early in order to take time
out of work to care or study. The quid pro quo would be drawing the
rest of their pension one year later.
The third and most novel proposal is to turn the contributory system into a regime for investing in people, as well as insuring them.
For Us All suggests that funding for post-19 education could work
like the state pension in reverse. People would draw down funding
to pay for university or technical education. The money would begin
as a debt, but would be gradually written off as people make national
insurance contributions over their working lives, so that anyone
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living in the UK for most of their adult life would end up receiving a free education. This plan would start to transform the historic
post-1945 model of social ‘security’ into a system that would also
offer social ‘investment’ on an open, demand led but contribution
dependent basis.
SOCIAL INSURANCE VERSUS PRIVATE
CONTRIBUTION
One of the main reasons why this third reform is attractive is
because of the glaring inadequacies of the the post-2012 debt based
system of student funding in England. When university repayments
are taken into account, middle income graduates can now expect a
marginal tax rate of 41 pence in the pound, stretching over 30 years,
and even then most will still not repay all their debt. Tuition loans
are testing the concept of individualised, account based contribution
to destruction. The new system is proving that public provision that
is as costly as higher education simply cannot be recouped on a fair
basis through personal repayments. national insurance offers a collectivist, affordable alternative.
This is just one example of where social insurance trumps personal account models that do not allow for redistribution or risk
pooling. It is also the case when it comes to insurance for loss of
work, which rightwing commentators often say should be privatised
in one way or another. When you look into the numbers, however,
no scheme without redistributive risk pooling can be designed that
provides low and middle earners with affordable income protection.
This is not to say there should be no place for private sector
welfare institutions. There is a case for employers to provide more
protection and support for their employees, on either a compulsory
or incentivised basis; decent maternity pay is a case in point. And
the new system for second pensions based on personal accounts
is bedding in well. It is opt-out for employees but compulsory for
employers, and based on a tripartite deal where individual, employer
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and government all contribute. For Us All suggests that a similar
scheme could be introduced to help people save their first thousand
pounds. But private pensions only work to provide a decent income
for everyone in retirement because they sit alongside a strong, contribution based, state pension. It is exactly the same in the USA,
which is certainly not the home of the ‘small state’ when it comes to
supporting older people. Private schemes can only be a supplement
to state support and never a substitute.

NATIONAL INSURANCE, SECURITY AND
INVESTMENT
In the UK, national insurance will always be firstly a vehicle for
funding the state pension. But by providing investment early in
adulthood, for those who wish to take up the opportunity, it presents an affordable and publicly acceptable middle way between tax
funded and debt funded education. And by providing people with
meaningful, earned entitlements during working life it can help
relegitimise public spending on social security. This is not to say
that contributory entitlements should provide that bulk of support to
non-pensioners. Any affordable and equitable social security system
needs to have means tested and universal components too. But a
generous and visible tier of earned entitlement can create more confidence in the system overall, creating the conditions in which future
governments can make all the tiers of social security for children and
working age households more generous and ensure that spending
can rise in line with British living standards.
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THE POLITICS OF PUBLIC SPENDING
Ben Page

Over

the last 30 years, Ipsos Mori has worked extensively for
government and the public sector examining public expectations on
public spending and public services.
Despite changing service expectations in response to technological development, more diverse societies, a less deferential society,
more transparency and rises in living standards, there remains a
strong attachment to universal provision of public services, particularly health services, and basic welfare.
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There is continued anxiety about ‘postcode lotteries’ – the
majority of the public does not want to see some health services only
available in certain parts of the country, for example, preferring to
ensure that they are either available everywhere, or not at all.
In Britain and many other countries there is a schizophrenic view
where the majority of the public want both ‘more local control’ of
public services, but also, in the interest of perceived fairness, service
standards to be the same across the country.
Second there is considerable confusion about how much governments spend on what services, and of spending priorities. For
example, looking at what people in Britain think has happened in
terms of cuts, is very different from what has actually happened, as
our 2015 study showed.
Third, austerity has produced some interesting changes – and
sometimes unexpected stability – in terms of public perceptions of
the quality of services.
Overall, despite large cuts, particularly in local government
services, public satisfaction has held up much more than many
would have expected in 2010. Road maintenance has taken a hit,
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with the majority of the public dissatisfied (although even this has
declined slightly since 2012) and a large minority of users of care for
the elderly have similarly reported a decline, as demand for services
rises with an aging population, but local councils find their budgets
cut by 35 per cent. But for many services there has been relatively
little change. Despite pressures on the NHS, and well-publicised
missed targets for treatment, overall patient satisfaction is holding
up relatively well – for example, while there are slightly more
problems experienced in getting appointments in primary care, the
2015 GPPS survey of all doctors’ patients in England shows overall
satisfaction with GPs has remained high.
Despite wanting to protect the vulnerable, welfare cuts are
generally seen as necessary, although support for them has fallen
since 2012.
The public believes 24 per cent of all welfare spending is
fraudulently claimed (compared to DWP’s own estimate of 0.7 per
cent).
What does seem to be happening in the UK is that the public have
‘bought’ the argument for the need to restrain public spending to
reduce the deficit. So even if services have been cut, withdrawn or
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entirely reconfigured, there seems to have been some adjustment of
expectations. By August 2015 the public assessment was that 28 per
cent of necessary savings had so far been achieved. This is far closer
to reality than the perception three years earlier in 2012 that 40 per
cent of spending cuts had happened.
And when one looks at cuts in spending in general, the public is
becoming less, rather than more concerned; only 8 per cent are now
very concerned about cuts.
Does this reflect an acceptance that reducing the deficit means
accepting less public services? It depends. Looking at local government services, councils have managed to maintain public satisfaction by ruthlessly prioritising on key visible services, efficiency
savings and trying to protect services for the vulnerable. There is
still real reluctance to countenance any significant council tax rises
by the public – and no council has risked a public referendum to
introduce rises above 2 per cent per annum.
When we come to the most vital service of all to the public – the
NHS – views are mixed about how to meet the funding shortfall. But
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only a minority say they favour tax rises: the rest want to see more
efficiencies or user charges, and one in four are stumped.
The bottom line is that there is no easy consensus on how to fund
public services in future. Instead, government muddles through and
so does the public. In my 30 years of looking at public attitudes on the
subject, there may be a tipping point in service levels when suddenly
opinion changes and where demand for increased spending – funded,
if necessary, through hypothecated taxes or charges at point of use –
becomes very clear. But we are not there yet. We still want Swedish
services for American levels of taxation, but seem more flexible in
our expectations than many in the public sector believed in 2010.
The challenge, of course, is that having done the more straightforward cuts, we are now facing harder and harder choices, in an
uncertain fiscal environment. But public attitudes suggest leadership
is possible – while belief in services like the NHS (universal and free
at the point of use) remain unchanged, the public are more flexible
than we might expect.

CONCLUSION
Emma Kinloch

INTRODUCTION
The relationship between the citizen and state has evolved even if
the mechanisms of engagement have not. This lag has created deep
unease and has seen the rise of populism throughout the western
world. A lifetime of job security is now a thing of the past, trades
union membership is dwindling, parents no longer expect their children to have a better life than their own, and identity or single issue
politics now trumps traditional party engagement. These are just
some of the socio-economic shifts identified by our contributors.
The left is faced with a staggering problem; how do we build a coalition of support when so many of the institutions and certainties of the
past that bound us together are fragmenting? If this problem is not
solved, the left in the UK and beyond risk continued electoral defeat
and quite possibly irrelevance. Ben Page identified another impasse
in this relationship; namely that citizens’ expectations and perceptions of the state and its services are often significantly at odds. This
book does not claim to have all the answers but it has gathered ideas
that provide the groundwork for a reframing of the debate from the
left: working towards a state that is fit for the century it serves and a
framework for an engaged and educated citizenry.
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INSTITUTIONS AND PERCEPTIONS
This volume recognises that we have moved past the 20th-century
Fordism and into a more individualistic and technologically driven
21st century. The old institutions that provided a one-size-fits-all
service to citizens no longer chimes with today’s heightened expectations of personalisation. Many elements of the solution have been
articulated, such as the clear logic of using behavioural insights to
retain the dual responsibility the state has to service users and taxpayers, and earmarked taxation for health spending, with a complementary strengthening of contribution based social security. These
ideas offer practical solutions to a problem that can often appear
insurmountable for the left.
Geoff Mulgan argues that a redefined relationship with the state
requires a bigger role for evidence and data. This has been put into
practice by the government’s Behavioural Insights Team, and our volume is acutely enhanced by Tiina Likki’s first-hand experience of this
work. However, although behavioural insights give empirical data and
evidence that can show policy success or failure they do not take into
account the public’s perception of the state’s behaviour. Ipsos MORI
data shows that the public believe 24 per cent of all welfare spending is fraudulently claimed, whereas the Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP) believe this figure to be around 0.7 per cent. Charlie
Cadywould further underlined this in his chapter in reference to the
reintroduction of the grammar school agenda in England. Grammar
schools have time and again been shown not to be drivers of social
mobility. Nevertheless, when Theresa May walked into Downing
Street to give her first statement as Prime Minister she said:
“If you’re a white, working-class boy, you’re less likely than anybody
else in Britain to go to university.
If you’re at a state school, you’re less likely to reach the top professions than if you’re educated privately.”1

This speech foreshadowed her reintroduction of grammars. It does
not matter that they are unequivocally not a vehicle for social
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mobility; it is enough for this Government to be seen tackling the
social injustice which is evident in society. The inequitable outcomes will undoubtedly be lost in the malaise of Brexit negotiations
allowing the right to claim the narrative of social justice which the
left instinctively feels is theirs.
This stark gap between reality and perception shows just what
a mammoth task faces any state service innovation, particularly
any innovations which involve spending commitments. This is of
principal concern for the left. The legacy of the 2008 financial crisis
has been to appropriate blame to the left for gross financial mismanagement and a rapidly increasing deficit. We on the left know that
this was not the full picture, if at all, and the Labour government’s
world leading role in the wake of the collapse of Lehman Brothers
undoubtedly mitigated the effects of the financial downturn. Yet
now more than ever we live in a post-truth world where facts are
open to debate and perception is king. The simple fact is that the left
in Britain is still not trusted on the economy, so a policy platform
which advocates, or gives the perception of advocating, a substantial
rise in spending will be seen as a continuation of the tax and spend
label that the left in many countries finds hard to shift. The policy
solutions may be the right ones but the left does not have the political capital to spend. Creative thinking is needed to present ideas to
the public that make them feel that their stake in the political process
has changed to a more meaningful one. Aside from a lack of trust in
the left from the electorate, any ideas which could reformulate the
citizen/state relationship are next to worthless unless they feed into
the reality of the political process.

CITIZENS AND COLLECTIVE ACTION
The post-1945 settlement gave us the United Nations, Nato and
what we now know as the European Union. The paternalistic, collective and comforting nature of these institutions gave a sense
of economic, social and political leadership at a time where the
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world’s deep divisions were laid bare. However, in recent decades
these institutions have had their work held up to a higher scrutiny
through a greater drive for transparency, in no small part demanded
by the proliferation of global internet access. This has heightened
expectations and demystified their work. Transparency has shown
their limitations and made clear that the one-size-fits-all provision
is not a service which serves its constituents. As Georgia Gould
identified, the left has formed its electoral success in appealing to
collective identities; trades unions, religion, class ties and the solidarity of shared experience that those ties historically formed. The
move towards individuality and identity politics has broken these
electoral bonds. It is no longer good enough for the left to rely on
the support of a working and middle class that no longer exists in the
way it did even 50 years ago. Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite’s chapter noted “being a white-collar worker may not mean what it once
did”. The lines on which ‘middle class’ was drawn in the mid-20th
century have been blurred and the gig economy of the 21st century
has further eroded what it means to be middle class and working
class in this country. University is no longer a guarantee of a graduate level career and vocational training is treated as a poor relation
in terms of funding and status. The left now then needs to appeal to
a disparate group of people with no strong collective identity. As
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite suggests, one way to cut through the
national picture to focus on localism and devolution. This appears to
be a strategically sound aim. The collective ties that bind us locally:
schools, hospitals, social care, for example, have a tangible cause at
their heart that can be easily identified in local communities. Local
causes and forms of deliberative local democracy such as citizens
assemblies create engaged and educated populations. The renewal of
localism could provide a solid basis for putting our beliefs into practice. Nevertheless, this must only be one strand of the left’s solution.
An ever inward looking politics that does not extend further than
our own backyard is not one of our internationalist tradition. This is
a particularly pertinent issue in the wake of the Brexit referendum
result and the looming spectre of a second Scottish independence
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vote. Many areas that would traditionally have been described as
‘Labour heartlands’ resoundingly rejected the internationalism the
left has at its core. The ‘ever closer Union’ was rejected by the
British people. The need for a bespoke settlement for the UK is
now clear, but the partisan posturing from both the domestic and
European political elite does little to counter the disdain of that
same group that prompted the rejection of the EU. Chapters in this
volume have provided us with options for new forms of collective
action where citizens can have meaningful interactions with wider
society. The current lack of meaningful relations has indeed led to a
lack of service provision that is particularly evident when looking at
the experiences of the young.
This collection of essays offers ideas that the left can grow to
create a citizenry that is active and questioning but well served by
a state that is designed to meet the needs of life in the 21st century.
This means that the apparatus of the party political process must
also adapt to a new reality where facts are not trusted and traditional
constituencies of support can no longer be taken as a given. The left
needs to move on from past missteps and offer a genuine alternative
to citizens who expect more from them than ever before.

NOTE
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