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MAJORITARIANISM REINTERPRETED: 

EFFECTIVE REPRESENTATION AND THE QUALITY OF WESTMINSTER DEMOCRACY 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Comparative analyses have frequently cast the United Kingdom as a paradigm of majoritarianism, 

wherein a power-hoarding executive dominates parliament and policymaking. Yet, this article 

contends that existing studies have paid insufficient attention to the opportunities for opposition 

parties to affect policymaking via the legislative arena; and applies a refined version of Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ 
index of effective representation to map the institutional conditions that structure policy payoffs.  

This analysis demonstrates that reforms to shift the balance between government and parliament 

have served to offset the declining vote basis of government, and have in turn ensured that 

Westminster remains effectively responsive to a majority of the electorate.   
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***** 

 

Comparative analyses have frequently cast the United Kingdom (UK) as a paradigm of 

majoritarianism, in which a power-hoarding executive dominates parliament and the wider policy 

process (e.g. Lijphart, 2012; Powell, 2000).  In turn, the House of Commons is often portrayed as an 

ｷﾐWaaWIデｷ┗W け;ヴWﾐ;げ ふPﾗﾉゲH┞が ヱΓΑヵぶ which lacks the clout of its continental counterparts (e.g. Strøm, 

1990; Mattson and Strøm, 1995; Siaroff, 2003); and it is ;ヴｪ┌WS デｴ;デ WWゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴ ｷゲ け; ゲデ;ﾐSﾗ┌デ I;ゲW 
ﾗa ﾐWｪ;デｷ┗W ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷ┗W ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲげ ふAﾐSW┘Wｪが ヲヰヱンが ヮく ΓΓぶく  Normatively, the 

exclusion of non-government actors from policymaking is justified in terms strong and responsible 

government, with elections equipping the largest party with the necessary legislative majority to 

enact its policy platform unencumbered; and there is a tactic acceptance of the governing legitimacy 

of plurality winners. In recent years, however, the vote basis of government has dwindled to such an 

extent that it is argued that the majority of the electorate is け┌デデWヴﾉ┞ ┌ﾐヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデWSげ ふ“ｴ┌ｪ;ヴデが ヲヰヰヱが 
p. 175) as governments pursue けヮﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデWS H┞ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ; ゲﾏ;ﾉﾉ ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ┗ﾗデWヴゲげ ふN;ｪWﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく 
118).  Indeed, the weakening of the electoral connection between voters and government has been 

Iｴ;ヴｪWS ┘ｷデｴ け┌ﾐSWヴﾏｷﾐぷｷﾐｪへ デｴW ┗Wヴ┞ aﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞げが ヴｷゲﾆｷﾐｪ ; け; ゲWﾉa-generated and 

self-ヮWヴヮWデ┌;デｷﾐｪ ﾉWｪｷデｷﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ Iヴｷゲｷゲげ ふJ┌SｪWが ヲヰヰヴが ヮヮく ヶΓΓ-700).   

 

 

On the face of it, this does not augur well for WWゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴげゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI IヴWSentials. Nonetheless, 

this article contends that the extent to which Westminster promotes unrepresentative and 

unresponsive government is often overstated, which stems from two inter-connected oversights.  

Firstly, by focusing on the dispersal of the spoils of office, many existing studies have paid 

insufficient attention to the opportunities for opposition parties to extract policy payoffs via the 

legislative arena (e.g. Lijphart, 2012).  Secondly, studies that have examined the institutional 

conditions structuring policy payoffs have generally focused on the exercise of legislative scrutiny, 

which neglects the many other activities that legislatures may undertake (e.g. Powell, 2000; Strøm, 

1990; Mattson and Strøm, 1995; Siaroff, 2003).  A reappraisal of Westminster democracy is 

therefore required in order to account for the different payoffs enjoyed by parties, and the extent to 

which these serve to connect the supporters of government and non-government parties with the 

policy process.   
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To address these interconnected analytical and empirical blind spots, this article draws upon the 

index of effective representation developed by Powell (2000).  In contrast to けゲデ;デｷI IﾗﾐIWヮデゲげ デｴ;デ 
ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ;デ け┗ﾗデW ;ﾐS ゲW;デゲ ;ﾉﾗﾐWげ ふBﾉ;┌が ヲヰヰΒが ヮく ヱヶΒぶが デｴｷゲ ｷﾐSW┝ systematically identifies the 

institutional opportunities that exist for government and non-government parliamentarians to affect 

policymaking.  Yet, ┘ｴWヴW;ゲ Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ ｷndex focuses on the ability of the legislature to amend or 

propose legislation, this article adopts a broader understanding of legislative capacity and develops a 

series of alternative measures to provide a more nuanced analysis of the institutional conditions in 

which parliamentarians operate, in particular via its committees.  Applied to Westminster, this 

refined index demonstrates that reforms to けゲｴｷaデ デｴW H;ﾉ;ﾐIWげ between government and parliament 

(HC 300, 2000) have significantly expanded the opportunities for opposition influence within the 

legislature, which together have offset the declining vote basis of government to ensure that 

Westminster remains responsive to a majority of the electorate.  Nonetheless, whilst tempering the 

assumption that the allocation of electoral spoils is zero-sum and exclusionary, these findings 

suggest that both office and policy payoffs remain disproportionately dispersed, and that a 

significant minority of voters continue to lack an authorised connection with policymaking.  In the 

context of democratic disengagement this disconnect clearly matters, and this analysis underlines 

the potential of electoral reform and institutional reform to enhance both the proportionality and 

quality of democratic representation.   

 

 

Through its analysis, the article makes a number of important contributions.  Theoretically, it offers a 

Iﾗ┌ﾐデWヴヮﾗｷﾐデ デﾗ デｴW けヮ;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞ SWIﾉｷﾐW デｴWゲｷゲげ ふゲWW FﾉｷﾐSWヴゲ ;ﾐS KWﾉゲﾗが ヲヰヱヱぶ ;ﾐS デﾗ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;デｷ┗W 
studies that portray Westminster politics as inherently adversarial and elite (including Powell, 2000).  

Methodologically, it illuminates a number of understudied connections in the chain of delegation 

from voters to policymakers, whilst developing a series of measures that enable a more nuanced 

analysis of the capacity of legislative committees. Empirically, it provides critical insights regarding 

the quality of Westminster democracy and the challenges to which it remains subject.  To develop 

these arguments, the article proceeds as follows.  It commences with an overview of the existing 

literature, contrasting the accounts of negative adversarialism that have predominated comparative 

studies with evidence of a more nuanced relationship between government and parliament.  

Fﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ aヴﾗﾏ デｴｷゲが デｴW ;ヴデｷIﾉW W┝ヮﾉﾗヴWゲ Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ index of effective representation, and set out 

several important modifications to enhance its analytical purchase.  This is then applied to the UK to 

determine the extent to which voters are connected with the policy process.  The article concludes 

by locating these findings within a series of methodological debates regarding the challenges of 

capturing voter preferences, and normative debates regarding the relationship between institutional 

structures and democratic satisfaction. 

 

 

1.  Westminster majoritarianism and the uneven dispersal of electoral spoils 

Within the comparative literature a broad distinction is often drawn between parliamentary systems 

predicated upon the principles of strong and accountable government, and those that privilege 

inclusion and consensus.  Lijphart, for example, distinguishes between けﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐげ ;ﾐS けIﾗﾐゲWﾐゲ┌ゲげ 
democracies; associating the former with デｴW けIﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デぷｷﾗﾐへ ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ヮﾗ┘Wヴ ｷﾐ デｴW ｴ;ﾐSゲ ﾗa ; 
H;ヴW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞げ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴ ┘ｷデｴ けHヴﾗ;S ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS Hヴﾗ;S ;ｪヴWWﾏWﾐデ ﾗﾐ デｴW 
policies that the government should purゲ┌Wげ (2012, p. 2).  In a similar vein, Powell contrasts 

ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ け┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐゲげ ｷﾐ ;IIﾗヴS;ﾐIW ┘ｷデｴ デｴW けヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ Iﾗﾐｪヴ┌WﾐIW 
HWデ┘WWﾐ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ﾏ;ﾆWヴゲげ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS Iｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲげ ヮヴWaWヴWﾐIWゲげ ふヲヰヰヰ, pp. 4-17).  Elsewhere, Siaroff 

compares デｴW けヮﾗﾉ;ヴ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデW デ┞ヮWゲげ ﾗa けI;HｷﾐWデ Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾐIWげ ;ﾐS けIﾗﾗヮWヴ;デｷ┗W ヮﾗﾉｷI┞-making diffusion 

┘ｷデｴ ; ┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪ ヮ;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデげ ふヲヰヰンが ヮく ヴヴヵぶく  Such contrasts are underscored by the different points 

along the けchain of delegationげ (Strøm, 2000) at which legislative majorities are formed.  
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Majoritarianism casts elections as the けdecisive stageげ, with electoral rules being purposively 

designed to reward the winning party with an outright majority of seats and few barriers to the 

implementation of its agenda.  The consensus or proportional vision, in contrast, focuses on the 

post-election negotiation of multi-party coalitions, and the accommodative bargaining that occurs 

throughout the policy process.  A けデヴ;SW-ﾗaaげ ﾗヴ けデWﾐゲｷﾗﾐげ is therefore envisaged between 

けIﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デWS ;ﾐS Sispersed power for policymaking and the desir;HﾉW IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWゲ ﾗa W;Iｴげ 
(Powell, 2000, p. 19). 

 

The UKげゲ ヮﾗヴデヴ;┞;ﾉ as the prototypical power-hoarding polity is so widely accepted that the terms 

けWestminster modelげ and けmajoritarianismげ are frequently ┌ゲWS けｷﾐデWヴIｴ;ﾐｪW;Hﾉ┞げ ふLｷﾃヮｴ;ヴデが ヲヰヱヲが ヮく 
9).  F;ﾏﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ SWゲIヴｷHWS H┞ Kｷﾐｪ ;ゲ ヴWゲWﾏHﾉｷﾐｪ ; け┘;ヴ ｪ;ﾏWげ ┘ｴWヴW けHﾗデｴ ゲｷSWゲ ヮﾉ;┞ デﾗ ┘ｷﾐげ ふKｷﾐｪが 
1976, p. 18), Westminsterげゲ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲ are intended to equip an electionげゲ け┘ｷﾐﾐWヴゲげ 
with a clear parliamentary majority and to exclude entirely its けﾉﾗゲWヴゲげ from policymaking.  

Normatively, this exclusive approach to policymaking reflects the priority accorded to decisiveness 

of action and clarity of responsibility, which in turn justifies the production of けmanufactured 

majoritiesげ ふ‘;Wが ヱΓヶΑぶ as a means of ensuring government responsiveness. Yet whilst there is a 

pragmatic acceptance of the governing legitimacy of けヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷデ┞げ ﾗヴ けﾐW;ヴ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞げ winners (see 

Powell, 2000, pp. 77-81), the credibility of this compromise has been challenged by the steady 

decline in the support enjoyed by governments.  In 2005, for example, the vote basis of government 

reached a record low as a Labour legislative majority was endorsed by a mere 35.2% of voters; and 

in 2015 the share of vote accorded to the two main parties plunged to 67.3%.  Moreover, whilst the 

2010-15 Coalition enjoyed a majority share of the popular vote (59.1%), the extent to which this 

constitutes a popular mandate remains moot, as the coalition that did emerge had not been 

presented to the electorate as a potential government during the election campaign.  It should be 

noted that e┗Wﾐ S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW けｪﾗﾉSWﾐ ;ｪWげ ﾗa デ┘ﾗ-party competition of the post-war period, no party 

was supported by a majority, which last occurred in 1931 when the Conservatives under Stanley 

Baldwin won the general election with a 55% share of the popular vote.  Moreover, the UKげゲ 
experience is far from unusual, as comparative research suggests that single parties or pre-identified 

coalitions have won a majority of votes in only a fraction of elections (Powell, 2000, p. 80).  

Nonetheless, the breakdown of the classic model of two-party competition has prompted scepticism 

regarding the capacity of majoritarian systems to produce strong governments that are truly 

accountable to a majority of voters (e.g. Dunleavy and Margetts, 2001; Kaiser et al, 2002; Dunleavy 

2005; Lundell, 2011); and it has been suggested that Westminster democracies instead constitute a 

けゲ┌H-ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐ ゲヮｴWヴW ﾗa ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲげが ┘ｴWヴWｷﾐ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲ けenact policies supported 

H┞ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ; ゲﾏ;ﾉﾉ ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ┗ﾗデWヴゲげ ふN;ｪWﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヱΒぶく    

 

Table 1 below demonstrates the extent to which the normative ideal of majority government has 

been compromised, which is rendered starker in the context of declining turnout.  It is clear that the 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ SWIﾉｷﾐｷﾐｪ ┗ﾗデW H;ゲｷゲ ｷゲ ｷﾐW┝ﾗヴ;Hﾉ┞ bound up with changing patterns of voting 

behaviour.  In theory, WWゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴげゲ WﾉWIデﾗヴ;ﾉ ヴ┌ﾉWゲ should encourage two-party competition, with 

spatial theories of party competition anticipating that these parties will coalesce around the centre 

in order to maximise votes and acquire office (e.g. Downs, 1957; Rae, 1967; Cox, 1997).  Yet recent 

elections have witnessed increasingly multi-party competition on the ground, as the weakening of 

traditional electoral cleavages and the rise in issue-based voting have increased the vote of the 

けデｴｷヴSげ ヮ;ヴデ┞ ふｷくWく デｴW LｷHWヴ;ﾉ DWﾏﾗIヴ;デゲぶ and allowed new parties such as the Green Party and the UK 

Independence Party (UKIP) to rise in prominence.  Indeed, Dunleavy has argued the increasing multi-

level Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ﾗa デｴW UKげゲ WﾉWIデﾗヴ;ﾉ ｪWﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞ ｴ;ゲ ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWS ｷﾐ けat least five or six distinct positions 

involved in party politics and citizens in every part of the UK now seem to have complex and 
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;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デWS ヮヴWaWヴWﾐIW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲ ;Iヴﾗゲゲ ヮ;ヴデｷWゲげ ふD┌ﾐﾉW;┗┞が ヲヰヰヵが ヮく ヵンヰぶく  An application of Laakso 

;ﾐS T;;ｪヮWヴ;げゲ ふヱΓΑΓぶ ｷﾐSW┝ ﾗa デｴW WaaWIデｷ┗W ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷWゲ underscores this change, 

demonstrating a clear increase in the effective number of electoral parties, which peaked in 2015 at 

3.87.  

 

Although a two-party model of party competition ;ヮヮW;ヴゲ デﾗ ｴ;┗W けreceded into history beyond 

ヴWI;ﾉﾉげ ふD┌ﾐﾉW;┗┞が ヲヰヰヵが ヮく ヵンヰぶが the combination of the diffuse support for many smaller parties and 

the high threshold to entry imposed by single-member districts (see Cox, 1997) has limited the 

impact of this competition upon the overall distribution of seats at Westminster.  This was vividly 

illustrated by the 2015 general election, which saw UKIP emerge as the third most popular party, but 

receive just one MP for its 12.7% share of the vote.  In contrast, despite receiving only 4.7% of the 

vote nationwide, the geographically concentrated strength of the Scottish National Party saw the 

party being returned as the third largest party in the House with 56 seats.  As such there is a 

widening gap between the effective number of electoral parties and parliamentary parties (see Blau, 

2008)が ;ﾐS ;ﾐ ;ヮヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa G;ﾉﾉ;ｪｴWヴげゲ ふヱΓΓヱぶ ｷﾐSW┝ ﾗa Sｷゲヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷデ┞ a┌ヴデｴWヴ underscores the 

loosening of the relationship between votes cast and seats won.  Indeed, the burgeoning gap 

between votes and seats has weakened the vote basis of Parliament itself, and table 1 shows that 

ゲｷﾐIW ヱΓΑヴ デｴWヴW ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ; ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ けｪ;ヮげ ;┗eraging 19.4%, which reached a record high of 

23.8% in 2015.  Reflecting on such evidence, Quinn has suggested that party competition in the UK 

ﾐﾗ┘ ﾗII┌ヮｷWゲ ; ﾐW┘ I;デWｪﾗヴ┞ ﾗa け;ﾉデWヴﾐ;デｷﾐｪ ヮヴWSﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾐIWげが ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴWaﾉWIデゲ デｴW けmulti-partism in the 

electoral arena and uncompetitive two-ヮ;ヴデｷゲﾏ ｷﾐ デｴW ヮ;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞ ;ヴWﾐ;げ ふQuinn, 2012, p. 399).  

 

***table 1 here*** 

 

The cumulative effect of the interplay WWゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴげゲ WﾉWIデﾗヴ;ﾉ ヴ┌ﾉWゲ and changing patterns of party 

competition has meant that in the vast majority of instances, a single party has been fully rewarded 

with the spoils of government office despite a waning plurality of electoral support.  This is made 

clear in table 1, which shows the significant disconnect between the effective number of electoral 

(and parliamentary) parties and effective number of cabinet parties.  In focusing on the 

ヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ┗ﾗデW H;ゲｷゲ and its relationship to the distribution of seats in the 

House, much existing scholarship has implicitly focused on the dispersal of office payoffs (for a 

notable exception see Blau, 2008).  In turn, the interaction between the two branches of 

Westminster has often been portrayed in entirely adversarial terms, with Parliament being cast as 

;ﾐ ｷﾐWaaWIデｷ┗W け;ヴWﾐ;げ ふPﾗﾉゲH┞が ヱΓΑヵ) that is けWｷデｴWヴ ヮWヴｷヮｴWヴ;ﾉ ﾗヴ デﾗデ;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷヴヴWﾉW┗;ﾐデげ ふKｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS CヴW┘Wが 
2013, p. 361).  Howeverが ;ゲ FﾉｷﾐSWヴゲ ;ﾐS KWﾉゲﾗ ;ヴｪ┌Wが けthe dominant public, media and academic 

perception of an eviscerated and sidelined parliament provides a misleading caricature of a more 

IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐげ ふヲヰヱヱが ヮく ヲヴΓぶき ;ﾐS ; ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa recent studies have challenged the image of 

parliamentarians as little more than subservient lobby fodder.   

 

Within the House of Commons, the increased rate of parliamentary rebellions has been cited as 

evidence of the loosening bonds of party discipline (e.g. Cowley, 2005).  Indeed, research reveals 

that the 2010-15 parliament was the most rebellious since 1945 as 52% of Conservative MPs and 

72% of Liberal Democrat MPs voted against the Coalition at least once (Cowley and Stuart, 2014).  In 

any vote rebels generally constitute a small minority, and it remains relatively rare for governments 
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to suffer defeats in the Commons.  Nonetheless, it is argued that simply focus on defeats けSｷゲIﾗ┌ﾐデゲ 
デｴW ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ﾗa ﾐW┘ ﾉW┗Wﾉゲ ﾗa ヴWHWﾉﾉｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲ ﾗﾐ ヮ;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞ ;ﾐデｷIｷヮ;デWS ヴW;Iデｷﾗﾐゲげ ヴWﾐSWヴｷﾐｪ けデｴW 
ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ﾗa ヴWデヴW;デゲ ぷ;ゲへ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデﾉ┞ ｪヴW;デWヴ デｴ;ﾐ デｴW ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ﾗa SWaW;デゲげ ふ‘┌ゲゲWﾉﾉ ;ﾐS Cﾗ┘ﾉW┞が ヲヰヱヶが ヮく 
125). A similar pattern of activism has been observed in the House of Lords; and it has been argued 

that the House of Lords Act 1999 delivWヴWS け; ヴW┗ｷ┗;ﾉ ﾗa HｷI;ﾏWヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ふRussell, 2013, p. 293) where 

no single party dominates, and where votes are increasingly issue-based and closely fought.  The 

Coalition, for example, suffered significant defeats on many of its key (and most controversial) 

policies, including the Welfare Reform Bill (2012), the Health and Social Care Bill (2012), and the 

Banking Reform Bill (2013).  Similarly, the current Government been frustrated by the Lords in 

relation to contentious bills such as the Welfare Reform and Work Bill (2015), the Immigration Bill 

(2016), and the Higher Education and Research Bill (2017).  

 

Other studies have focused on select committees, challenging their portrayal as toothless entities 

(c.f. Strøm, 1990; Mattson and Strøm, 1995) by drawing attention to their direct impact and indirect 

influence upon government and its legislation.  Focusing on the Education and Skills Select 

Committee, Hindmoor et al (2009) demonstrate that whilst only a small number of its 

recommendations were subsequently incorporated into government bills, the Committee enjoyed 

indirect influence at many intervals upon a number of actors (government, parliament, the media, 

political parties).  Elsewhere, Benton and Russell (2013) trace the recommendations of 216 select 

committee reports to reveal eight distinct forms of influence over government policy: direct 

acceptance of committee recommendations; influencing policy debate; spotlighting issues; 

brokering policy disputes; providing expert evidence; holding government to account; exposure; 

and, generating fear (Benton and Russell, 2013, pp. 778-9).  In a similar vein, Thompson has sought 

デﾗ けSWH┌ﾐﾆげ デｴW けﾏ┞デｴゲげ that surround the operation of House of Commons bill committees 

(Thompson, 2015), such as their supposed lack of expertise and impact. Her detailed analysis of the 

proceedings of 139 bill committees demonstrates that whilst けaﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ デﾗ Hｷﾉﾉゲ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW 
IﾗﾐaｷﾐWゲ ﾗa デｴW IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW ヴﾗﾗﾏ ;ヴW ヴ;ヴWげが ; ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ デﾗ ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ I;ﾐ 
ultimately be traced to amendments initially proposed at committee stage (Thompson, 2015, p. 10).  

More broadly, she argues that Hｷﾉﾉ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲ ;ヴW けﾏﾗヴW デｴ;ﾐ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ デｴW ゲIヴ┌デｷﾐｷゲWヴゲ ﾗa Hｷﾉﾉゲげが 
ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSｷﾐｪ けbackbench and frontbench MPs alike with a valuable opportunity to debate with 

government ministers and with members of opposing parties in a ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾏﾗヴW ｷﾐデｷﾏ;デW Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ 
(Thompson, 2015, p. 9). 

 

Taken together, such scholarship reveals that Parliament matters: that on the floor of the House and 

along the corridors of committee rooms, non-government parliamentarians have at their disposal a 

range of means through which they can affect the outcomes of the legislative process.  This is vividly 

illustrated by Russell and Cowleyげゲ analysis of over 6,000 parliamentary votes and 4,000 legislative 

amendments, which demonstrated the extent to which backbench and opposition parliamentarians 

exercise け┗ｷゲｷHﾉW ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ﾗﾐ デｴW ヴWIﾗヴS ;ﾐS デｴ;デ ﾗII┌ヴヴｷﾐｪ HWｴｷﾐS デｴW ゲIWﾐWゲげ ふ‘┌ゲゲWﾉﾉ ;ﾐS Cﾗ┘ﾉW┞が 
2016, p. 123).  In particular, their study underlines Parliamentげゲ けヮヴW┗Wﾐデ;デｷ┗W ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWげが ┘ｴｷIｴ 
encourages governments to focus on けanticipated reactionsげ:  

Governments take constant account of parliamentary opinion, and in normal circumstances, do 

not put proposals to parliament that it will not accept.  Commons defeats are rare and generally a 

sign that party managers have misjudged the situation (Russell and Cowley, 2016, p. 133).    

It is therefore clear that equating responsiveness with office-holding neglects the alternative means 

through which non-government parliamentarians can achieve policy goals.  As Strøm argues, 

けｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ; ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴ┞ IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐ aﾗヴ ヮ;┞ﾗaaぐ ぷ;ゲへ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷWゲ ﾏ;┞ HW 
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able to exert deliberative policy influence, particularly through Waaﾗヴデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W ;ヴWﾐ;げ 
(Strøm, 1990, pp. 38-41).  YWデ H┞ aﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW けヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHﾉW ヮ;ヴデ┞げ ﾗa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが デｴW けnotion that 

parties might fulfil representative functions while iﾐ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾉ;ヴｪWﾉ┞ ｷｪﾐﾗヴWSげ ふBヴ;ﾐSWﾐH┌ヴｪ ;ﾐS 
Johns, 2013).  As such, a more comprehensive analysis is required to capture the extent to which 

supporters of government and non-government parties alike are represented in policymaking. It is to 

this task that the next section turns. 

 

2. Measuring the institutional conditions that structure policy payoffs 

In contrast to the wealth of literature devoted to capturing the congruency between votes and 

seats, there have been few attempts to systematically analyse the institutional opportunities for all 

representatives to affect policy. One notable exception is Powell (2000), whose analytical framework 

moves beyond a simple focus on the numerical distribution of seats in the legislature to instead 

direct attention to the institutional resources enjoyed by different groups of legislative actors.  At 

the heart of this framework is a SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ けヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ ;ﾐS けWaaWIデｷ┗Wげ representation, 

which dovetails with the distinction between office payoffs and policy payoffs discussed above.  

Whereas けproportional representationげ focuses on the extent to which the distribution of cabinet 

portfolios among governing parties is in proportion to their ゲW;デゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デ┌ヴWが けWaaWIデｷ┗W 
ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐげ aﾗI┌ゲWゲ ﾗﾐ けデｴW W┝デWﾐデ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ effectively represented in 

ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪげ (Powell, 2000, p. 100).  Building on this, Powell develops an index of effective 

representation to capture the extent to which the supporters of government and non-government 

parties alike are connected with the policy process. 

 

To determine the degree of connection, the index of effective representation applies a series of 

scores to qualify the electoral support of a party relative to its likely influence, as detailed in table 2 

below.  The index assumes that the supporters of government parties have a guaranteed connection 

with policymaking, and applies a score of 1.0 to デｴWゲW ヮ;ヴデｷWゲげ share of the vote.  In contrast, the 

index assumes that the degree of connection for the supporters of non-government parties depends 

upon the けﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ aﾗヴ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWげ デｴ;デ W┝ｷゲデ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デ┌ヴW.  This is comprised 

of two aspects.  Fｷヴゲデﾉ┞が デｴW ｷﾐSW┝ aﾗI┌ゲWゲ ﾗﾐ けﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ aﾗヴ H;ヴｪ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ within 

the plenary, and qualifies the support received by non-government parties relative to their 

relationship the executive.  Any party recognised as officially supporting the government receives a 

score ヰくΑヵが ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴWaﾉWIデゲ デｴWｷヴ けヮヴﾗH;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ｪヴW;デWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷWゲ ﾗ┌デゲｷSW デｴW 
goveヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヰヲぶく  Parties wholly outside government receive the following scores: 

0.1 に opposition facing majority government; 0.2 に opposition facing supported minority 

government; 0.5 に opposition facing minority government. Secondly, the index focuses on the 

opportunities for influence provided by けlegislative committee ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲげ, and assigns the following 

scores: 0.25 に strong committees with chairs equally shared amongst all large parties; and, 0.125 に 

either strong committees chaired by government parties or weak committees with shared chairs.  

Taking these two aspects together, the けヮヴﾗH;HﾉW ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWげ ﾗa an opposition party therefore ranges 

from a theoretical 0.1 (opposition parties facing majority government and the absence of legislative 

committees) to 0.75 (opposition parties facing minority government and the presence of strong 

legislative committees) (Powell, 2000, pp. 103-9).  Once the appropriate score has been applied to 

each partyげs share of the vote, the qualified support for all government and non-government parties 

can then be ;ｪｪヴWｪ;デWS デﾗ SWデWヴﾏｷﾐW デｴW けデﾗデ;ﾉ IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ WaaWIデｷ┗W ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐげく   
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***table 2 here*** 

 

Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ framework has gained significant traction (e.g. Mair and Thomassen, 2010; Costello et al, 

ヲヰヱヲぶき ;ﾐS ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ヮヴ;ｷゲWS ;ゲ ﾗaaWヴｷﾐｪ ; けヮﾉ;┌ゲｷHﾉW ;ヮヮヴﾗ┝ｷﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ 
ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W ヮﾗ┘Wヴげ ふBﾉ;┌が ヲヰヰΒが ヮく ヱΑンぶ.  YWデが ｷﾐ Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲが the UK emerges as an exemplar 

of executive dominance in which けデｴW Iﾗﾐditions for effective authorized representation are 

IWヴデ;ｷﾐﾉ┞ ヮﾗﾗヴﾉ┞ ﾏWデげ (2000, p. 111), which stands in contrast with the scholarship discussed in the 

preceding section.  Two inter-connected factors explain this divergence.  Firstly, Powellげゲ ;ﾐalysis 

predominantly encompasses the elections of the early 1980s, and therefore predates important 

changes that have since shifted the balance between government and parliament (see below).  

Secondly, by associating IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW ゲデヴWﾐｪデｴ ┘ｷデｴ けデｴW ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ; IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW デﾗ ﾏﾗSｷa┞ ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐが 
perhaps even introduce legislation of ｷデゲ ﾗ┘ﾐげ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ンンぶが デｴW aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ does not account 

for the many different ways in which committees can exert influence upon the actions of 

government.  Indeed, in Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ analysisが デｴW UK ヴWIWｷ┗Wゲ ; ゲIﾗヴW ﾗa ┣Wヴﾗ aﾗヴ ｷデゲ け┘W;ﾆが ヴ┌HHWヴゲデ;ﾏヮ 
IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲげ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉ, 2000, p. 106)!  It is therefore clear that the parsimony of these categories is at 

the expense of a more nuanced analysis.  More comprehensive schemas are developed elsewhere.  

Schellknecht (1984, cited in Mattson and Strøm, 1995, pp. 258-9), for example, distinguishes 

between ten types of committee system according to permanency, specialisation and responsibility; 

and Strøm (1990) develops a five-point index that enumerates key structural features such as the 

number of committees and dispersal of chairs. Again, however, this scholarship privileges the 

function of legislative scrutiny; and in doing so has portrayed WestminstWヴげゲ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ;ゲ 
けﾏﾗヴW IWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷ┣WS ;ﾐS ﾉWゲゲ SWﾉｷHWヴ;デｷ┗Wげ ふStrømが ヱΓΓヰが ヮく Αヰぶが W┗Wﾐ Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾐｪ ; けSW┗ｷ;ﾐデ I;ゲWげ aﾗヴ 
ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ けﾐﾗ ヮWヴﾏ;ﾐWﾐデ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲ ┘ｷデｴ ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐゲげ ふM;デデゲﾗﾐ ;ﾐS Strøm, 1995, p. 260).  

Certainly, Westminster is comparatively unusual for dividing the functions of legislative scrutiny and 

executive oversight between two discrete sets of committees (Benton and Russell, 2013, p. 772). Yet 

ゲｷﾐIW デｴWｷヴ IヴW;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ヱΓΑΓが ゲWﾉWIデ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲ ｴ;┗W HWIﾗﾏW ;ﾐ けentrenched part of our 

Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;ヴヴ;ﾐｪWﾏWﾐデゲ ;ゲ ﾐW┗Wヴ HWaﾗヴWげ ふHC ンヰヰが ヲヰヰヰぶ; and in recent years have been 

bolstered by IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヴWaﾗヴﾏゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けIﾗヴW デ;ゲﾆゲげ ｷﾐ ヲヰヰヲ ;ﾐS WﾉWIデWS Iｴ;ｷヴゲ ｷﾐ 
2010.  Appropriate indices are therefore necessary to systematically gauge the opportunities for 

opposition influence that select committees provide. 

 

The five-point index by Strøm (1990) provides a useful starting point, identifying the broad structural 

features that affect a committee ゲ┞ゲデWﾏげゲ ﾗヮWヴ;デｷﾗﾐぎ デｴW ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ of standing committees; fixed 

areas of specialisation; specialisation that corresponds with ministerial departments; restrictions on 

the number of committee assignments per legislator; and, the proportional distribution of 

committee chairs. Yet whilst this ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWゲ ; ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ;デｷI ﾏW;ﾐゲ ﾗa ;ゲゲWゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴW けゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴ;ﾉ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ;ｷﾐデゲ 
on opposition influenceげ ふ“デヴ｀ﾏが ヱΓΓヰが ヮく Αヴぶが ｷデ SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ けデヴ;┗Wﾉげ デﾗ デｴW ゲWﾉWIデ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏく 
The first three indicators, for example, become tautological as the fact that select committee engage 

in executive oversight by shadowing ministerial departments both determines their number and 

encourages expertise.  Similarly, whilst the distribution of chairs is an important indicator of the 

balance between government and opposition, a simple focus on proportionality is unable to account 

for the inter- and intra-party dynamics that affect this distribution, and in turn the capacity of a chair 

デﾗ WaaWIデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ a┌ﾉaｷﾉ デｴWｷヴ けIヴﾗゲゲ-ヮ;ヴデ┞げ ヴﾗﾉWく Iデ ;ﾉゲﾗ a;ｷﾉゲ デﾗ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ aﾗヴ デｴW ┘ｷSWヴ ヮ;ヴデｷゲ;ﾐ H;ﾉ;ﾐIW ﾗa ; 
IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWげゲ membership, which is crucial to understanding how a committee undertakes its 

responsibilities.  On this latter point, indicators focusing on the actual responsibilities of a committee 
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;ヴW ;HゲWﾐデが ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴWaﾉWIデゲ デｴW ｷﾏヮﾉｷIｷデ ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ; IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWげゲ ﾏ;ｷﾐ a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W 
scrutiny.  

 

In response, this article presents the following additive score comprised of five key elements, with 

each receiving a score of 0.05.  The first element is simply the presence of legislative committees, as 

even a minimal or weak committee system provides a platform for some degree of opposition 

influence than would otherwise be the case.  Nonetheless, ad hoc or irregular committees will 

always suffer from structural limitations, and recognising this the second element awards an 

additional score for a systematic committee structure that corresponds with the functions of the 

executive.  Attention then turns to the composition of the committees.  Whilst the distribution of 

chairs is an important indicator of the balance between government and opposition, focusing on 

chairs alones does not capデ┌ヴW ┘ｷSWヴ ヮ;ヴデｷゲ;ﾐ H;ﾉ;ﾐIW ﾗa ; IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWげゲ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲｴｷヮく TｴW 
proportionality of membership matters, so the third element focuses on the distribution of chairs 

and ﾏWﾏHWヴゲく  Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが デｴW け;SSWS-┗;ﾉ┌Wげ ﾗa ; ヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲｴｷヮ ┘ｷﾉﾉ HW ﾉｷﾏｷデWS ｷa デｴﾗゲW ﾗﾐ 

a committee owe their positions to party patronage; and the fourth element awards a score for the 

existence of independent selection procedures.  Finally, it is necessary to consider the extent that 

the powers of legislative committees are formalised, as ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ; IﾉW;ヴ ゲWデ ﾗa a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐゲが IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲげ 
activities risk being ineffective.  The fifth element accordingly awards a score for the existence of 

clearly defined and commonly accepted responsibilities.  The maximum score that a committee 

system can receive is 0.25, which corresponds with the maximum proposed by Powell, and therefore 

preserves the balance between the two aspects of opposition influence.  Together, these 

modifications enable a more nuanced analysis of the quality of Westminster democracy that not 

only moves beyond binary distinctions betweeﾐ けｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ ;ﾐS けﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐが H┌デ ;ﾉゲﾗ 
acknowledges the importance of executive oversight as a form of opposition influence.   The next 

section puts this into effect.  

 

3. Opposition influence and the effective representation of an electoral majority  

 

To calculate the total conditions for effective representation at Westminster, each parliament since 

1945 is first scored in accordance with the (revised) criteria detailed above.  These scores are 

presented in table 3.  Iﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa けH;ヴｪ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげが デｴW ゲIﾗヴWゲ ｷﾐ デ;HﾉW 3 reflect the 

near-total domination of majority governments, wherein the only exceptions have been the short-

lived Lib-Lab Pact of 1977-8 and the brief period towards the end of the 1992-7 parliament when 

Jﾗｴﾐ M;ﾃﾗヴげs Conservative Government lost its majority.   Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デ けｷa ; ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｴ;ゲ ; 
clear majority, however achievedが デｴW ヮヴﾗH;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ｷゲ ﾉﾗ┘げ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヰヵ に 

emphasis added), and the prevailing score 0.1 suggests that capacity of non-government 

parliamentarians to exert influence on the floor of the House is limited.   A score of 0.1 also 

correspondゲ ┘ｷデｴ Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ own analysis, when he IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SWS デｴ;デ ; けゲﾗﾉｷS ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞げ 
ヴWﾐSWヴWS P;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ ;ゲ ﾉｷデデﾉW ﾏﾗヴW デｴ;ﾐ ; けaﾗヴ┌ﾏげ aﾗヴ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ けデﾗ デ;ﾆW デｴWｷヴ I;ゲW デﾗ デｴW 
ヮ┌HﾉｷIげ ふヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヰヶぶく Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ predominantly focuses on the 1980s; and in light of 

contemporary evidence, such findings may appear surprising.  After all, it was shown above that the 

last parliament was the most rebellious on record!  Recent years have also witnessed several 

reforms to parliamentary procedures, including デｴW ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴげゲ Q┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲ 
(1997); the utilisation of Westminster Hall as an ancillary debating chamber (2000); the 

modernisation of House sitting hours (2005, 2012); and, the creation of the Backbench Business 

Committee to schedule backbench business time (2010).  However, many of these reforms have 



 9 

aﾗI┌ゲWS ﾗﾐ ﾏ;デデWヴゲ ﾗa けWaaｷIｷWﾐI┞げ ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ けWaaWIデｷ┗WﾐWゲゲげ ふKelso, 2009); and should be 

┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS ;ゲ けIﾗゲﾏWデｷIげ ﾗヴ けﾏﾗSWヴ;デWげが ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ けa┌ﾐS;ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉげ (Flinders, 2007; BLINDED, 2016).  

 

 

***table 3 here*** 

 

In terms ﾗa けﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWsげが デｴW ゲIﾗヴWゲ ｷﾐ デ;HﾉW 3 underline two distinct phases of 

select committee development. The most significant event was the creation of a systematic system 

of select committees corresponding to ministerial departments in 1979.  By mirroring the 

departmental structure, select committees were intended to function as けpolice patrolsげ (McCubbins 

and Schwartz, 1984)が HWIﾗﾏｷﾐｪ けデｴW さW┞Wゲ ;ﾐS W;ヴゲざ ﾗa デｴW Hﾗ┌ゲWげ H┞ drawing attention けto matters 

which require further political considerationげ; whilst also けmak[ing] the decisions of Parliament and 

Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ﾏﾗヴW ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷ┗W デﾗ デｴW ┘ｷゲｴWゲ ﾗa デｴW WﾉWIデﾗヴ;デWくげ ふHC ヵΒΒ-I, 1978, p. viii).  The 

introduction of the modern select committee system was therefore a critical juncture; and reflecting 

on its impact after 20 years, the Liaison Committee stated that: 

It has enabled the questioning of Ministers and civil servants, and has forced them to explain 

ヮﾗﾉｷIｷWゲぐ Iデゲ ┗Wヴ┞ W┝ｷゲデWnce has been a constant reminder to Ministers and officials, and many others 

in positions of power and influence, of the spotlight that may swing their way when least welcomeぐ 
It has also shown the House of Commons at its best: working on the basis of fact, not supposition or 

prejudice; and with constructive co-operation rather than routine disagreement (HC 300, 2000, paras. 

4-5に emphasis added). 

The capacity of select committees to fulfil this けIヴﾗゲゲ-ヮ;ヴデ┞げ ﾏﾗSW ふ┘ｴｷIｴ Kｷﾐｪ (1976) had previously 

argued was antithetical to British parliamentary practice) was underpinned by the largely 

proportional dispersal of both chairs and members.  However, whilst membership mirrored that of 

the House as far as arithmetic would allow, and whilst powers of appointment formally lay with the 

Committee of Selection, party managers effectively controlled the process as recommendations 

emerged from private inter-party negotiations.  Moreover, the perceived lack of esteem attached to 

the task of oversight and the lack of clearly defined responsibilities for committees was seen as 

IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾐｪ デﾗ デｴWｷヴ ｷﾐIﾗﾐゲｷゲデWﾐデ ｷﾏヮ;Iデぎ aﾗヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ HWｷﾐｪ けデoo ready - and [finding] it too easy 

- デﾗ デｴ┘;ヴデ ; IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWろゲ ﾉWｪｷデｷﾏ;デW ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWげ ふHC ンヰヰが ヲヰヰヰが ヮ;ヴ;く ヶぶく 

 

A second phase of development has therefore entailed reforms relating to the resources enjoyed by 

select committees.  Recognising デｴ;デ けﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴｷ;ﾉ ﾗaaｷIW ｴ;ゲ ; ヮﾗ┘Wヴa┌ﾉ ;デデヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐげ (HC 300, 2000, 

para. 29), the Liaison Committee recommended that executive oversight be repositioned as an 

げ;ﾉデWヴﾐ;デｷ┗W I;ヴWWヴげ, recognised by an additional salary for chairs.  This was echoed by the 

Modernisation Committee, which ;ヴｪ┌WS デｴ;デ け[a]s long as Government office is the principal 

Parliamentary role to be recognised by additional payment, it need not be surprising that the role of 

scrutiny should be reg;ヴSWS H┞ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉS ;ゲ ｷﾐaWヴｷﾗヴげ ふHC ヲヲヴが ヲヰヰヲが ヮ;ヴ;く ヴヱぶく  In 2002, the House 

agreed to this additional payment.  There remained, however, concerns regarding the independence 

of appointments; and in 2009 the Wright Committee proposed the election of chairs by the whole 

House, and the election of members by secret ballot within each political party けusing transparent 

and democratic meansが ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWぐ endorsed H┞ デｴW Hﾗ┌ゲWげ (HC 1117, 2009, para. 80).  The 

election of chairs was agreed by the House in May 2010, and secret ballots followed in June 2010.  

The House stopped short in implementing proposals pertaining to members, and instead conceded 

デﾗ けWﾐSﾗヴゲW デｴW ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉWげ ﾗa デヴ;ﾐゲヮ;ヴWﾐデ WﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ┘ithin parties (HC Deb, 4 March 2010, c1095). 

Further reforms have focused on select committeesげ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲ.  In 2002, the Liaison Committee 

proposed a series of ten core tasks to けprovide an assurance to the House, and to the public, that 

departments are more fully exposed to the searchlight of scrutinyげ (HC 558, 2002, para. 15).  These 
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core tasks were subsequently adopted by resolution of the House, and focused on the broad areas 

of departmental policy, expenditure and administration.  A decade later, the Liaison Committee 

revisited these tasks, instigating several changes intended to improve IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲげ effectiveness (HC 

697, 2012).  Together, these reforms have bolstered the capacity of select committees; and whilst 

structures alone cannot determine behaviour, it is clear that デｴW┞ ｴ;┗W IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デWS デﾗ ; けﾐW┘ 
IﾗﾐaｷSWﾐIW ;ﾐS ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞げ ふIﾐゲデｷデ┌デW aﾗヴ Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが ヲヰヱヵが ヮく ヲぶ.  The introduction of chair elections 

in particular has been seen as critiI;ﾉ aﾗヴ けｪｷ┗ぷｷﾐｪへ デｴﾗゲW IｴﾗゲWﾐ ; ｪヴW;デWヴ SWｪヴWW ﾗa ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ 
ヴﾗﾉW ｷﾐ デｴW Hﾗ┌ゲWが デｴWｷヴ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ ┘ｷデｴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴゲ ;ﾐS デｴWｷヴ ゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｴW ┘ｷSWヴ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞げ ふHC 
954, 2015, para. 8).  Indeed committees have been increasingly willing to move beyond their 

デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ けヮﾗﾉｷIW ヮ;デヴﾗﾉげ ふMIC┌HHｷﾐゲ ;ﾐS “Iｴ┘;ヴデ┣が ヱΓΒヴぶ ﾏﾗSW ﾗa W┝WI┌デｷ┗W oversight, sounding 

けaｷヴW ;ﾉ;ヴﾏゲげ ﾗﾐ ｷゲゲ┌Wゲ ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ IｴｷﾉS ゲW┝┌;ﾉ W┝ヮﾉﾗｷデ;デｷﾗﾐが ヮｴﾗﾐW ｴ;Iﾆｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS デ;┝ W┗;ゲｷﾗﾐ.  In this 

context, it is little wonder that the Liaison Committee concluded that け[o]ur overall impression is that 

government departments are taking committees seriously and engaging positively with themげ (HC 

954, 2015, para. 16). 

 

Having delineated the institutional opportunities for opposition influence, it is now possible to 

determine the extent to which these structures have bridged the gap between the electorate with 

policymaking. Table 4 below calculates the total conditions for effective representation at 

Westminster.   As discussed above, the ongoing erosion of the vote basis of government has 

rendered the dispersal of office payoffs as increasing disproportional, which has prompted critical 

questions about the governing legitimacy of single party executives comprised of bare plurality 

winners (e.g. Nagel, 2000; Dunleavy and Margetts, 2001; Judge, 2004).  However, when structural 

opportunities for non-government parties to achieve policy payoffs are taken into account, table 4 

reveals that in the majority of instances, the conditions have existed for a majority of voters to be 

effectively represented in the policy process.  The greatest contribution to the total conditions for 

effective representation has been made the second aspect of opposition influence, the legislative 

committee structure. Table 4 demonstrates the way in which the strengthening of the institutional 

basis of ゲWﾉWIデ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWWゲ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ｷﾐ ﾗaaゲWデデｷﾐｪ デｴW ┘W;ﾆWﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲげ ┗ﾗデW H;ゲｷゲが 
in turn providing partial redress to the disproportionality of office shares. Indeed, the way in which 

governments have responded to demands for reform made by Liaison Committee and 

Modernisation Committee runs counter デﾗ けﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐ ヮヴWﾏｷゲWげが ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ﾐデｷIｷヮ;デWゲ デｴ;デ if けpowers 

and assignments were to systematically thwart the ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞げゲ ┘ｷﾉﾉが デｴWﾐ デｴW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ゲｴﾗuld not, 

ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞が ;Sﾗヮデ デｴWﾏげ ふMattson and Strøm, 1995, p. 253).  By applying the modified scoring criteria 

detailed above, these results challenges existing comparative analyses in which select committees 

have emerged as け┘W;ﾆげ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヰヶぶ ;ﾐS けSW┗ｷ;ﾐデげ ふMattson and Strøm, 1995, p. 260); and 

instead dovetail with scholarship that has demonstrated the ways in which select committees serve 

as critical channel for non-government parliamentarians to exercise direct impact and indirect 

influence (e.g. Hindmoor et al 2009; Benton and Russell, 2013).   

 

***table 4 here*** 

 

The opportunities for influence provided by the plenary session have also contributed to the total 

conditions for effective representation, albeit to a lesser degree. The capacity of the plenary to exert 

influence has been most evident in times of minority or supported government, as illustrated by the 

scores applied to the periods 1974-9 and 1992-7.  As suggested above, Powell is sceptical about the 

I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ aﾗヴ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ H;ヴｪ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｷﾏWゲ ﾗa ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが ;ゲゲｷｪﾐｷﾐｪ ; ゲIﾗヴW ﾗa けﾗﾐﾉ┞げ ヰくヱ デﾗ 
けヴWﾏｷﾐS ┌ゲ デｴ;デ デｴW ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ I;ﾐ ┌ゲW デｴW ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W aﾗヴ┌ﾏ デﾗ デヴ┞ デﾗ ゲｴ;ヮW デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ;Iデｷﾗﾐ 
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H┞ ヴﾗ┌ゲｷﾐｪ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ﾗヮｷﾐｷﾗﾐげ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく 105).  Nonetheless, this still improves on the zero-sum 

dispersal of office shares typically associated with majoritarianism, suggesting a greater possibility 

than non-government parliamentarians can achieve policy payoffs than a relegation to mere 

opposition would imply (c.f. Lijphart, 2012).  Moreover, whilst the plenary session may provide 

opposition parties with few formal opportunities to affect policy, evidence in the previous section 

demonstrates that P;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ W┝Wヴデゲ ; Hﾗデｴ ; けヴW;Iデｷ┗Wげ ;ﾐS けヮヴW┗Wﾐデ;デｷ┗Wげ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ふBﾉﾗﾐSWﾉが ヱΓΑヰが 
pp. 78, 82) which is often more indirect and less visible.  Of course, the extent to which this, or 

indeed any, scoring system is able to fully capture these less visible forms of power is open to debate 

(an issue discussed in the conclusion).  However, by systematically identifying the structural 

opportunities for opposition parties to bargain with the government, the results in table 4 do qualify 

the assertion that at Westminster け; ﾉ;ヴｪW ﾏｷﾐﾗヴｷデ┞ ｷゲ W┝Iﾉ┌SWS aヴﾗﾏ power and condemned to the 

ヴﾗﾉW ﾗa ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐげ ふLｷﾃヮｴ;ヴデが ヲヰヱヲが ヮく ヱヱぶ ┘ｴﾗゲW ヴﾗﾉW ｷゲ けゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ デﾗ IヴｷデｷIｷ┣Wげ (Strøm, 1990, p. 42).  

 

Together, these findings moderate the (implicitly negative) portrayal of Westminster as an exemplar 

of majoritarianism.  Comparative scholarship has cast Westminsterげゲ government as exclusionary 

and its parliament as feeble, lacking teeth to affect the activities of the executive.  However, the 

primacy given to the function of legislative scrutiny has resulted in an inherent misunderstanding of 

ParliaﾏWﾐデげゲ ヴﾗﾉW ;ゲ ; Iｴ;ﾏHWヴ ﾗa W┝WI┌デｷ┗W ﾗ┗Wヴゲｷｪｴデが ┘ｴｷIｴ in turn neglects the ways in which the 

structures of Westminster have been configured to realise this function.  These findings also 

challenge the assumption that the election is デｴW けSWIｷゲｷ┗W ゲデ;ｪWげ ｷﾐ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ aﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐが ;ゲ ｷデ ｷゲ IﾉW;ヴ 
that these structures provide the conditions for ongoing negotiation and trade-off between the two 

branches of government: features typically associated with the けconsensusげ vision of democracy.  

Cﾗﾐデヴ;ヴ┞ デﾗ デｴW SｷIｴﾗデﾗﾏﾗ┌ゲ Sｷ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ け┘ｷﾐﾐWヴゲげ ;ﾐS けﾉﾗゲWヴゲげ ｷﾏヮﾉｷWS H┞ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐｷゲﾏが 
non-government parliamentarians have an increasing range of powers at their disposal through 

which they can affect the policy process.  Indeed, whilst 1974 is often regarded as the watershed for 

the demise of two-ヮ;ヴデ┞ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲ ;ﾐS デｴW ;ゲIWﾐデ ﾗa けWﾉWIデｷ┗W SｷIデ;デﾗヴゲｴｷヮげ ふゲWW D┌ﾐﾉW;┗┞が ヲヰヰヵぶが デｴW 
average of the total conditions for effective representation is 53.5 for both 1945-74 and 1974-2015!  

More recently, for the period 1997-2015 the average conditions for effective representation is 54.8.  

It is important not to overstate these findings.  Whilst Powell does not offer a criterion to assess the 

quality of effective representation, he does suggWゲデ デｴ;デ けゲIﾗヴWゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ｴｷｪｴ ヶヰゲ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗ┘ Αヰゲげ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSW 
けｪﾗﾗS IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪa┌ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷ┣WS ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐげ ふPﾗ┘Wﾉﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヱヱぶ.   In the UK, the 

only period to achieve such a score was the 2010-15 period of coalition government, and as table 4 

shows, the score of 70.5 is predominantly comprised of ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ┗ﾗデW H;ゲｷゲく  
NﾗﾐWデｴWﾉWゲゲが Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉ SﾗWゲ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデ デｴ;デ ゲIﾗヴWゲ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS デｴW けﾏｷSヮﾗｷﾐデげ ;ヴW けヮﾉ;┌ゲｷHﾉWげ (Powell, 2000, p. 

111); and by distinguishing between office payoff and policy payoff, the findings of this article 

challenges arguments that デｴW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa ┗ﾗデWヴゲ け┌デデWヴﾉ┞ ┌ﾐヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデWSげ ふ“ｴ┌ｪ;ヴデが ヲヰヰヱが ヮく ヱΑヵぶ ﾗヴ 
that governments pursue けヮﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデWS H┞ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ; ゲﾏ;ﾉﾉ ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ┗ﾗデWヴゲげ ふN;ｪWﾉが ヲヰヰヰが ヮく ヱヱΒぶく 
Moreover, by focusing on the overall conditions for effective representation, the seemingly mutual 

exclusivity of the modes of representation associated with the majoritarian and consensus visions of 

democracy becomes less certain (see Kaiser et al, 2002), which admits the possibility of ; けゲ┘WWデ-
ゲヮﾗデげ (Carey and Hix, 2011) between representation and accountability. 

 

4. Conclusion: Understanding the quality of Westminster democracy 

By focusing on the dispersal of policy payoffs, this article has challenged crude portrayals of 

Westminster democracy as adversarial, zero-sum and elitist.  As Strøm and Mattson argue, 

けﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾏ;デデWヴゲく Iﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWs, procedures, and rules are assumed to 

affect the distribution of legislative power and ultimately public poﾉｷI┞げ (1995, p. 256); and this 
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article has demonstrated a quantifiable shift towards the legislature, which has provided the 

institutional conditions for Parliament to exert influence over government.  By developing a 

systematic means of identifying the structural aspects of opposition influence, this article therefore 

offers an important counterpoint to arguments デｴ;デ WWゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴ ｷゲ け; ゲデ;ﾐSﾗ┌デ I;ゲW ﾗa ﾐWｪ;デｷ┗W 
ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷ┗W ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲげ ふAﾐSW┘Wｪが ヲヰヱンが ヮく ΓΓぶ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ all non-government 

actors are excluded from the process of policymaking.  A number of important studies have clearly 

demonstrated the myriad of ways in which Parliament has affected the behaviour of government 

and its legislative outputs (e.g. Hindmoor, 2009; Benton and Russell, 2013; Russell et al, 2015; 

Russell and Cowley, 2016); and this article complements this literature by identifying the structural 

conditions that enable opposition parties to achieve policy payoffs.  Whilst previous analyses have 

privileged the function of legislative scrutiny (e.g. Strøm, 1990; Mattson and Strøm, 1995), the 

indicators developed in this article have enabled the function of executive oversight to be subject to 

the same degree of systematisation.  Free of inherently ﾐﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗W ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW けヮヴﾗヮWヴげ 
ヴﾗﾉW ﾗa ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W ;Iデﾗヴゲが デｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉWげゲ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞デｷI;ﾉ aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷゲ ｷﾐﾐﾗ┗;デｷ┗W ;ﾐS has significant 

comparative potential, enabling comparison between different regime types and legislative cultures.  

Indeed, the alternative index of committee influence can also be used to conduct within-case 

comparative analysis, focusing on the capacity of different types of committee within the same 

polity.   

 

This article also illuminates a number of areas for further research.  Whilst this article has focused on 

デｴW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴ;ﾉ けｷﾐヮ┌デゲげ ﾗa ヮ;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWが ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ けﾗ┌デヮ┌デゲげ ﾗa ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デ┌ヴW HWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴ ﾗヴ 
policy impact, it is clear that institutional structures have affective properties.  This has been 

illustrated by the confidence and assertiveness that has characterised select committee chairs since 

the introduction of popular elections.  At present, the causal connection between these inputs and 

the subsequent outputs remains understudied, and future research should interrogate this to 

enhance our understanding of their relationship and to provide insights regarding the extent to 

which legislative institutions can be engineered to improve the representativeness of policymaking.  

Future research should also consider the extent to which opposition members utilise non-

parliamentary means to exert influence upon government, for example through the media or 

through popular campaigns.  It is clear that the vote basis of many smaller parties belies their 

capacity to extract policy payoffs, most clearly evidenced by the way in which the Conservative Party 

and Labour have responded to the electoral threat posed by UKIP.  However, by weighting the 

power and influence of parties relative to their share of the vote, measures such as the effective 

number of parties and the index of effective representation do not capture the political context in 

which opposition influence is exercised; and any extended scoring scheme should therefore seek to 

account for such factors (see Blau, 2008).   

 

 

Finally, future research should focus on the alignment between parties and voters to determine the 

extent to which parties, and in turn policymakers, are truly responsive to the preferences of the 

electorate.  In developing the index of effective representation, this article has focused on votes as a 

proxy for policy preferences, a methodological simplification that has been necessary to capture the 

direction and degree of change over the sixty-year period.  Nonetheless, it should not be assumed 

that the electorateげゲ ヮヴWaWヴWﾐIWゲ can be ascertained from their voting behaviour.  A number of 

studies have drawn attention to the increasingly narrow ideological space occupied by mainstream 

parties (e.g. Dunleavy and Margetts, 2001), and it has been argued that け┗ﾗデW-seeking parties have 

left the British ヮ;ヴデ┞ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ﾉWゲゲ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷ┗W ﾗa デｴW ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ Sｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW WﾉWIデﾗヴ;デWげ 
(Brandenburg and Johns, 2013, p. 704).  In turn, a focus on voting behaviour is unidimensional and 

fails to account for the complexity ﾗa ;ﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ ┗ﾗデWヴげs preference structure, particularly in terms 

of preference ranking and the relative acceptability of different electoral outcomes (Dunleavy 2005). 
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To further develop the concept of effective representation, future research should therefore seek to 

capture the congruency between party positions and voter preferences, the effect on electoral rules 

on patterns of party competition, and the extent to which such factors interact to condition voting 

behaviour and preference structures.   

 

 

In the context of declining turnout and general democratic malaise, the implications of the 

burgeoning disconnect between voters and policymakers are stark, and research suggests that the 

way in which ┗ﾗデWヴゲ ｴ;┗W HWIﾗﾏW けｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ SｷゲWﾐaヴ;ﾐIｴｷゲWSげ ｴ;ゲ けデ;ﾆWﾐ ｷデゲ デﾗﾉﾉ ﾗﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI 
ゲ;デｷゲa;Iデｷﾗﾐげ ふBrandenburg and Johns, 2013, p. 705).  Indeed, when turnout is taken into account, the 

net effect of the 2015 general election was that nearly half of all voters lacked an authorised voice to 

represent their interests.  Iデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ;ヴｪ┌WS デｴ;デ SWIﾉｷﾐｷﾐｪ デ┌ヴﾐﾗ┌デ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデゲ けa rational response 

by voters to a primitive Commons electoral system that renders irrelevant so many deeply felt votesげ 
(Dunleavy, 2005, p. 530).  Indeedが デｴW H;ﾐゲ;ヴS “ﾗIｷWデ┞げゲ ヴWIWﾐデ Audit of Political Engagement (2016) 

reveals that although 73% agree that ParliaﾏWﾐデ けｷゲ WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉ デﾗ ﾗ┌ヴ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞げが ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ンンХ ;ｪヴWW デｴ;デ 
the system by which Britain is governed works well; only 32% are satisfied with the way Parliament 

works; and only 28% believe that Parliament encourages public involvement in politics.  Yet as this 

article has demonstrated, portrayals of Westminster government as unresponsive and 

unrepresentative have often neglected the capacity of the legislature to achieve policy payoffs; and 

it has been argued that ゲ┌Iｴ けIヴ┌SW ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐゲげ ｴ;┗W けIﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デWS デﾗ デｴW Wヴﾗゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ 
for ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲげ (Flinders and Kelso, 2011, p. 249). Yet, as Brandenburg and Johns have demonstrated, 

ゲ;デｷゲa;Iデｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ I;ﾐ HW SWヴｷ┗WS けfrom finding some close representation of their policy 

preferences in parliament, whether from the opposition or the governing party. (2013, p. 710).  The 

language used to describe political institutions therefore matters, and deployed effectively can be 

used to foster greater public understanding and engagement.  Used carelessly, however, and the risk 

exists that dissatisfaction will deepen に as vividly illustrated by the widespread public 

disappointment in New Zealand following electoral reform (see Nagel, 2000). In the context of 

democratic disengagement, academics therefore play a vital role in promoting popular 

understanding of political institutions; and in addressing assumptions that have been allowed to 

remain unchecked.  
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Table 1: Proportionality of representation at Westminster, 1945-2015 

General 

election 

Turnout 

(%) 

As percentage of votes cast As percentage of electorate 

Effective 

number of 

parliamentary 

parties
2
 

Effective 

number of 

electoral 

parties
3 

Effective 

number of 

cabinet 

parties
4
 

Gallagher 

index of 

disproportion

ality 

Vote basis of the 

legislature 

(opposition and 

government) (%)
1
 

Vote basis of 

government 

(%) 

Vote basis of 

the legislature 

(opposition 

and 

government) 

(%)
1
 

Vote basis of 

government (%) 

1945 72.8 86.2 47.7 62.3 34.7 2.11 2.71 1.0 11.61 

1950 83.9 90.0 46.1 75.5 38.7 2.43 2.88 1.0 6.59 

1951 82.6 95.9 44.3* 79.2 36.6* 2.19 2.29 1.0 2.43 

1955 76.8 95.0 49.7 73.0 47.2 2.16 2.00 1.0 5.04 

1959 78.7 91.5 49.4 72.0 45.2 2.28 1.99 1.0 7.28 

1964 77.1 88.9 44.1 68.5 39.2 2.53 2.06 1.0 8.93 

1966 75.8 90.2 48.0 68.4 43.3 2.41 2.02 1.0 8.49 

1970 72.0 91.3 46.4 65.7 42.4 2.33 2.07 1.0 6.28 

1974 (F) 78.8 79.7 37.2* 62.8 29.6* 2.25 3.12 1.0 15.46 

1974 (O) 72.8 80.1 39.2 58.3 28.5 2.25 3.16 1.0 15.01 

1979 76.0 84.5 43.9 64.2 33.4 2.15 2.87 1.0 11.58 

1983 72.7 76.8 42.4 55.8 30.8 2.09 3.12 1.0 20.58 

1987 75.3 79.4 42.2 59.8 31.8 2.17 3.07 1.0 17.75 

1992 77.7 82.1 41.9 64.4 32.6 2.27 3.06 1.0 13.55 

1997 71.3 78.7 43.2 56.1 30.8 2.13 3.22 1.0 16.51 

2001 59.4 78.1 40.7 46.6 24.2 2.17 3.33 1.0 17.76 

2005 61.4 79.7 35.2 48.9 21.6 2.47 3.59 1.0 16.68 

2010 65.1 91.6 59.1 59.6 38.8 2.58 3.72 1.52 15.08 

2015 66.4 76.2 36.9 50.6 24.5 2.54 3.87 1.0 14.89 

* plurality losers returned with largest number of seats 

 

1. The percentage of votes won by each of the parties in government, plus the lower of the percentage of votes or seats won by each opposition party (see Powell, 2000, pp. 95-7). 

2. けEaaWIデｷ┗W ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷWゲげ ;ヮヮﾉｷWS デﾗ ゲW;デゲ ┘ﾗﾐく 
3. けEaaWIデｷ┗W ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷWゲげ ;ヮヮﾉｷWS デﾗ ┗ﾗデWゲ I;ゲデく 
4. けEaaWIデｷ┗W ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷWゲげ ;ヮヮﾉｷWS デﾗ ゲW;デゲ ｷﾐ I;HｷﾐWデ ふゲWW Bﾉ;┌が ヲヰヰΒぶ. 
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Table 2: Scoring scheme for the index of effective representation  

 

  

Bargaining with the 

government (all parties) 

Legislative committee structure 

(opposition parties) に Pﾗ┘Wﾉﾉげゲ 
original criteria 

Legislative committee structure 

(opposition parties) に Revised 

criteria 

1.0 に government party 

 

0.75 に official support party 

 

0.5 に opposition party facing 

minority government 

 

0.2 に opposition party facing 

supported minority government 

 

0.1 に opposition party facing 

majority government 

0.25 に strong committees with 

chairs equally shared amongst 

all large parties 

 

0.125 に either strong 

committees chaired by 

government parties or weak 

committees with shared chairs 

0.05 に Existence of committees 

 

0.05 に Correspondence with 

ministerial portfolios 

 

0.05 に Proportional 

membership 

 

0.05 に Independent selection 

procedures 

 

0.05 に Defined and accepted 

tasks 
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Table 3: Opportunities for influence at Westminster, 1945-2015 

*Lib-Lab Pact, which lasted from March 1977 until September 1978.  It was therefore in existence for 18 months of the 54-month 

parliament, i.e. 33.3%. 

ゅゅ Jﾗｴﾐ M;ﾃﾗヴげゲ CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ﾉﾗゲデ ｷデゲ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ｷﾐ DWIWﾏHWヴ ヱΓΓヶく  Iデ ┘;ゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ; ﾏｷﾐﾗヴｷデ┞ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ aﾗヴ ヵ ﾏﾗﾐths of 

the 61-month parliament, i.e. 8.2% 

 

 

Parliament 

Bargaining with the 

government 

(supporting parties) 

Bargaining with the 

government 

(opposition parties) 

Legislative committee 

structure  

(opposition parties) 

1945-50 - 0.1 0.05 

1950-51 - 0.1 0.05 

1951-55 - 0.1 0.05 

1955-59 - 0.1 0.05 

1959-64 - 0.1 0.05 

1964-66 - 0.1 0.05 

1966-70 - 0.1 0.05 

1970-74 - 0.1 0.05 

1974 (F) - 0.1 0.05 

1974 (O)-79* 0.75 (33.3%) 
0.2 (33.3%) 

0.5 (66.6%) 
0.05 

1979-83 - 0.1 0.15 

1983-87 - 0.1 0.15 

1987-92 - 0.1 0.15 

1992-97** - 
0.1 (91.8%) 

0.5 (8.2%) 
0.15 

1997-2001 - 0.1 0.15 

2001-05 - 0.1 0.20 

2005-10 - 0.1 0.20 

2010-15 - 0.1 0.25 

2015-20 - 0.1 0.25 
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Table 4: Effective representation at Westminster, 1945-2015 

1. The lower of the percentage of votes or seats won by each opposition party (see Powell, 2000, p. 110). 

 

 

Parliament 

Voters who voted 

for parties now in 

government (%) 

Voters who voted for 

parties supporting 

government (%) 

Voters who voted for parties now in opposition 

Total conditions for effective 

representation 
Opposition 

representation
1
 

 

X 

Probable 

influence 

 

= 

Opposition 

Effective 

Representation 

1945-50 47.7 - (38.5 X 0.150) = 5.8 53.5 

1950-51 46.1 - (43.9 X 0.150) = 6.6 52.7 

1951-55 44.3 - (51.9 X 0.150) = 7.8 51.1 

1955-59 49.7 - (45.3 X 0.150) = 6.8 56.6 

1959-64 49.4 - (42.1 X 0.150) = 6.3 55.7 

1964-66 44.1 - (44.8 X 0.150) = 6.7 50.8 

1966-70 48.0 - (42.2 X 0.150) = 6.3 54.3 

1970-74 46.4 - (44.9 X 0.150) = 6.7 53.1 

1974 (F) 37.2 - (42.5 X 0.150) = 6.4 43.6 

1974 (O) -79* 39.2 

 

(18.3 x 0.75 x 33.3%) = 6.3 

(40.9 

 

(22.6 

X 

AND 

X 

0.55 X 66.6%) 

 

0.25 X 33.3%) 

 

= 

 

16.9 

 

62.4 

1979-83 43.9 - (40.6 X 0.250) = 10.2 54.1 

1983-87 42.4 - (34.4 X 0.250) = 8.6 51.0 

1987-92 42.2 - (37.2 X 0.250) = 9.3 51.1 

1992-97** 41.9 

- (40.2 

 

(40.2 

X 

AND 

X 

0.25 x 91.8%) 

 

0.55 X 8.2%) 

 

= 

 

 

11.0 

 

52.9 

1997-2001 43.2 - (35.5 X 0.250) = 8.9 52.1 

2001-05 40.7 - (37.4 X 0.300) = 11.2 51.9 

2005-10 35.2 - (44.5 X 0.300) = 13.4 48.6 

2010-15 59.1 - (32.5 X 0.350) = 11.4 70.5 

2015-20 36.9 - (39.3 X 0.350) = 13.8 50.7 
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