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Can’t, won’t and what’s the point? A theory of the UK public’s muted 
response to austerity 

Since 2010 the UK government has undertaken extensive spending cuts which have 

manifested in significant reductions in welfare, local authority and justice system spending. 

The cuts have been linked with rising poverty, food bank use and serious health issues. Such 

extreme cuts are likely to affect how citizens view and interact with government. This paper 

argues that the theories of civic voluntarism, grievance and policy feedback in combination 

explain why austerity has provoked relatively little political participation in the UK. 
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Introduction 

In 2010 the UK coalition government introduced a programme of austerity, cutting spending 

substantially across nearly every government department (HM Treasury, 2010b). However, 

cuts have been unequally distributed across the country, deprived areas having typically seen 

the greatest spending cuts per person (Berry and White, 2014). This has had significant 

repercussions for local service users, including deterioration of public spaces, reduced leisure 

facilities and loss of support services (Hastings et al., 2015). 

Such extreme cuts to public services are likely to have affected how citizens view and 

interact with government. Research has shown that austerity has impacted upon voting and 

protest behaviour across the continent (Bartels and Bermeo, 2014; Ponticelli and Voth, 2017). 

Kern et al (2015) assessed participation across Europe from 2002 to 2010 to examine how it 

changed around the time of the financial crisis. They concluded that the extreme shock of the 

crisis and high unemployment was responsible for a sudden peak in protest behaviour in 2009 

and 2010. However, this mobilisation was short-lived.  

In the UK, after initial protests in 2010/11, there has been a muted response despite 

rising poverty and substantial cuts to government services. Given the serious impact that 

austerity has had on the UK’s most vulnerable citizens, it is important to understand why the 

public response has not been greater. Low and unequal participation is problematic because 

particular groups can become overrepresented in elections and other political environments. 

In such cases, politicians are more likely to align policies with the needs and preferences of 
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these individuals over those who participate less (Lijphart, 1997). This overrepresentation 

enables the most powerful members of society to preserve their position of privilege (Young, 

2000).  

Existing literature predominantly focuses on southern Europe and less conventional 

political participation such as protesting. Despite extensive literature on what drives or 

undermines participation, Kern et al’s (2015) research highlights a key gap in theoretical 

explanations of how this is linked to the financial crisis. In reviewing whether civic 

voluntarism or grievance theory were better able to explain rates of political participation, 

they found that grievance theory alone cannot fully account for sustained ‘grievances’, so the 

theories are most useful in combination. 

This paper builds on the work of Kern et al (2015) by proposing a set of mechanisms 

to explain the complex relationship between economic shocks and political participation, 

explicitly linking this with austerity. It draws on theories of political participation and 

research into austerity to connect four explanations for the limited political activism in the 

UK following the introduction of austerity. None of these theories alone sufficiently explain 

the complex relationship between austerity and political participation, so I argue that each 

explanation builds on the last, providing a fuller overall picture. 

The first explanation uses civic voluntarism to suggest that citizens most badly 

affected by austerity lack the time and money to participate. These individuals are typically 

from disadvantaged backgrounds and their resources have been further depleted by cuts, 

reducing their ability to participate. Yet this cannot explain the lack of mobilisation among 

the majority who have greater resources. Building on grievance theory, the second 

explanation suggests that the majority are not mobilised to act because they have been 

relatively little affected by austerity, meaning their own interests are not threatened. 

However, there are also factors which are likely to affect the population as a whole. 

The first of these, drawing on policy feedback theory, is that the rhetoric the government 

chose to use about austerity was effective in persuading the public that austerity is necessary, 

suggesting that it is pointless to try to change the policy. The final theory is that austerity was 

not sufficiently mobilising to counteract the trend of declining participation in recent decades. 

This draws on extensive recent work on political participation that attempts to explain this 

trend. These theories together therefore provide a nuanced model of participation in response 

to austerity. 
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Implementation and impact of austerity 

Following the financial crisis of 2007, to prevent the collapse of the banking sector, the UK 

Labour government implemented bank support schemes, costing £955 billion by the end of 

2009 (National Audit Office, 2010). The bailout contributed to raising the budget deficit to 

£155 billion by the 2009/10 financial year, compared to £38 billion prior to the financial 

crisis in 2006/7 (Oliveira, 2018). Following the 2010 general election, the new coalition 

government chose to implement substantial, wide-ranging cuts to public spending. The policy 

of austerity was employed with the aim of eliminating the deficit by 2015. These cuts were to 

be achieved through £32 billion of spending reductions each year (HM Treasury, 2010a). The 

motivation behind the cuts was to free up capital so that it would be available to the private 

sector and create a level of deflation to encourage greater competitiveness and thus business 

growth (Blyth, 2013). 

Such extensive cuts meant that most government departments were subject to budget 

reductions. Local authorities, responsible for social care, housing and public transport among 

many other services, were required to deliver significant cuts. Between 2009/10 and 2014/15 

local authority budgets were cut by 23.4 per cent (Innes and Tetlow, 2015). As cuts 

continued, councils were faced with what Lowndes and Gardner (2016) call ‘super-austerity’: 

cuts upon cuts, compounding the problems they faced. Welfare spending saw a net cut of 

nearly £17 billion between 2010/11 and 2015/16, despite pension spending rising in this 

period (Hood and Phillips, 2015). These cuts were part of wider welfare reforms including 

the introduction of universal credit and a cap on benefits claims (Ormston and Curtice, 2015). 

Public sector pay was also frozen between 2011 and 2013 and has subsequently risen by only 

one per cent each year (Cribb, 2017). 

Austerity was implemented with the intention of meeting certain fiscal targets, 

including eliminating the budget deficit. Yet the success of spending cuts in achieving these 

targets has been limited. The target to achieve a balanced budget by 2015 was not met and 

then repeatedly delayed (Ashworth-Hayes, 2015). 

The Ministry of Justice has seen the greatest cuts of any government department. 

Judges have criticised the government for inadequate funding of the justice system, with 

criminal barristers subject to repeated fee cuts (Bowcott, 2018). Legal aid has been cut 

substantially, including a 99 per cent reduction in the number of disabled people granted legal 

aid in cases relating to welfare benefits between 2011/12 and 2016/17 (Steward, 2018). 
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Cuts have also been coupled with growing demand for services. 18 per cent growth 

in the number of adults with long-term needs and a six per cent fall in spending between 2009 

and 2016 has squeezed the social care budget (Andrews et al., 2017). Public health has 

continued to see significant cuts despite councils struggling to meet demand. The Local 

Government Association argues that public health cuts are also harmful to the National 

Health Service (NHS) and adult social care which benefit from effective public health 

prevention services (Seccombe, 2017). 

Despite government rhetoric suggesting a need for everyone to tighten their belts, 

the impact of the cuts has been felt asymmetrically. By 2014, local authorities in the top 10 

per cent most deprived areas had seen an average budget cut of £228.23 per person, 

compared to just £44.91 per person in the 10 per cent least deprived local authority areas 

(Berry and White, 2014). Labour controlled local authorities have also seen much greater cuts 

than those controlled by the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties (ibid).  

There are significant geographic differences in the way spending cuts have been 

implemented. Spending on adult social care fell by 18 per cent in the North East and London 

between 2009/10 and 2015/6 compared to just two per cent in the South West, contrary to 

social care needs. Reductions in central government grants have more significantly affected 

those with high social care spending as these areas are less able to generate revenue through 

council tax (Simpson, 2017). 

The personal impact of these cuts on service users has been considerable and, again, 

unevenly distributed across the population. Children have been disproportionately affected by 

spending cuts. The proportion of children living in relative poverty rose consistently between 

2011 and 2017 and is forecast to sharply increase until 2022 (McGuinness, 2018). Service 

users have also seen declining provision of local services such as refuse collection and 

environmental maintenance. For some, this has caused issues of litter, fly-tipping and graffiti 

making local neighbourhoods unpleasant and even dangerous. Hazardous environments can 

prevent children from playing outside, restricting exercise and development. Reduced access 

to libraries, public transport and other council services also affects vulnerable groups who 

need support in accessing digital services, such as claiming benefits (Hastings et al., 2015). 

Spending cuts and welfare reforms have caused serious issues for some people in 

affording food. Reductions in welfare support, such as the benefits cap and two-child limit to 

tax credits and universal credit, disproportionately affect families with children and people 



5 
 

with disabilities or ill-health. These people are then more likely to use food banks (Loopstra, 

Lambie-Mumford and Patrick, 2018). The number of times children received food from 

Trussell Trust foodbanks rose staggeringly from 46,000 in 2011/12 to 397,000 in 2014/15. 

The Trussell Trust has seen the number food banks referrals more than double following the 

rollout of Universal Credit (Jitendra, Thorogood and Hadfield-Spoor, 2017). 

The British Medical Association (BMA) has asserted that ‘robust action is needed to 

mitigate the adverse impacts of austerity’ because of its implications for health outcomes 

(BMA board of science, 2016, p. 1). Growing financial insecurity, reductions and sanctions 

on welfare benefits, fuel poverty and food insecurity are likely to have impacted on health, 

including widening health inequalities. Winter mortality, deterioration or relapse of long-term 

health conditions, infant mortality and mental health problems (including suicide) have all 

increased (ibid). Other budget cuts have also affected health and wellbeing. According to the 

Association of Police and Crime Commissioners (2015), cuts to the police have reduced their 

ability to respond to cases of violence, including domestic abuse, and assist people with 

mental health problems. Closure of libraries, women’s refuges and Sure Start centres has 

undermined service users health and wellbeing (Unison, 2015). 

Public political engagement with austerity 

Given the serious impact that cuts have had, it seems likely that austerity would have affected 

how citizens view and interact with government. However, research into the relationship 

between austerity and political participation has so far been limited, particularly into austerity 

in the UK. The literature so far has demonstrated a connection between austerity and political 

participation. Bartels and Bermeo (2014) found that following the recession, voters punished 

incumbent governments across Europe in elections. A data analysis of 26 European countries 

between 1919 and 2008 by Ponticelli and Voth (2017) also found a strong positive correlation 

between the magnitude of spending cuts and social unrest, including demonstrations, riots, 

strikes, assassinations and attempted revolutions. 

Within the UK, there is some evidence of organised political activism in response to 

austerity. Cuts to housing benefits and accommodation for the homeless have mobilised a 

group of young mothers to create the Focus E15 campaign for suitable local social housing 

(Focus E15 Campaign, no date). The collectives UK Uncut, formed in response to austerity, 

and Sisters Uncut, focusing on cuts to domestic violence services, use direct action to 
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campaign against cuts and promote alternatives to austerity (UK Uncut, no date; Sisters 

Uncut, 2018). 

On a larger scale, the UK did see protests in response to austerity, of which the most 

significant were the Occupy movement and student protests. Occupy London arose in 2011 in 

connection with Occupy Wall Street (Van Gelder, 2011). Protesters occupied the grounds of 

St Paul’s cathedral, in protest against spending cuts and bailouts of the banks following the 

financial crisis (Occupy London, 2011). Earlier, in 2010, there were student protests against 

spending cuts to further education and rising tuition fees, including demonstrations in central 

London, mass walk-outs and occupation of university campuses (Rheingans and Hollands, 

2012). 2011 also saw rioting, initially starting in London but spreading across the UK. 

Thousands were involved in looting which resulted in over 3,000 arrests and £35 million of 

property damage. Research suggests the riots were largely motivated by anger at the police 

following the death of Mark Duggan, although there is evidence that spending cuts were a 

factor (Kawalerowicz and Biggs, 2015).  

Much of this political activism occurred around the introduction of austerity in 2010 

but there has been little evidence of austerity-related political participation since. Voters have 

not ostensibly punished the Conservative party for austerity policies, as they were re-elected 

into government in both 2015 and 2017, albeit as a minority government in 2017. The 

response to austerity through other means of participation has been generally muted in recent 

years. Given that austerity continues and its consequences are becoming increasingly evident 

and damaging, this is surprising.  

Some researchers have suggested that the UK’s vote to leave the European Union 

(EU) may have been in part prompted by the hardship created under austerity (Dorling, 2016; 

Gietel-Basten, 2016; Fetzer, 2018). Such a connection is plausible, given that some argue that 

it is typically poorer, working class and disadvantaged individuals who voted to leave the EU, 

a group which has considerable overlap those who have been most negatively affected by 

austerity (Becker, Fetzer and Novy, 2017). However, the view that support for Brexit is 

restricted to those in deprived areas does not account for the support for leaving the EU 

among many wealthier individuals, particularly the so-called ‘petit bourgeoisie’ (Clarke and 

Newman, 2017). 

Further research is needed into a possible connection between austerity and Brexit. 

As such, it is not within the scope of this paper to address this question, however it must be 
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acknowledged that Brexit is possibly an avenue through which frustration at austerity has 

been expressed. This strengthens the argument that austerity has resulted in limited political 

participation because if, as some suggest, the vote to leave was a protest against austerity, 

voting to leave the EU is an indirect and non-specific way of expressing such opposition. 

This may indicate that many people feel unable to express their feelings towards austerity 

through more direct avenues, including elections and less traditional forms of participation. 

This paper, therefore, examines why that is the case. 

Why aren’t people doing more? 

Given the serious consequences of this policy, it is worth asking why there hasn’t been a 

stronger response from the public. I propose four possible explanations, which I explore in 

depth below. The first two relate to subsets of society, the latter two to the wider context.  

Typically, those on lower incomes and from marginalised groups have been most affected by 

austerity and are likely to have seen a material decline in their incomes and support networks 

as a result of austerity. The first explanation therefore draws on the theory of civic 

voluntarism to argue that those who are most affected lack the resources to participate in 

politics. 

The second theory, based on grievance theory, is that austerity has had comparatively little 

impact on the majority of the population, so are not mobilised by it. A third is that the 

rhetoric employed by the government about austerity has persuaded many people that 

austerity is necessary and unavoidable. This explanation draws on the theory of policy 

feedback, which argues that the way a policy is implemented affects how citizens see the 

policy and themselves in relation to it. In the case of austerity, the apparent inevitability of 

the policy renders austerity the only acceptable solution and political activism futile. Finally, 

austerity was implemented amid an overall decline in political participation. Rather than 

provoking revolt, any public rejection of austerity may have been enacted through continued 

disengagement from politics. 

Lack of resources to participate 

The first driver of public inaction concerns citizens most adversely affected by 

austerity, who, as discussed above, are typically from disadvantaged and minority groups. 

The theory of civic voluntarism claims that disadvantaged individuals lack the necessary 
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resources to participate in politics. Austerity undermines practical resources, such as money, 

and psychological resources, such as resilience and autonomy. Under austerity, marginalised 

individuals have even less time and money than they did previously due to cuts to benefits, 

public sector jobs and support services. Austerity has also left many feeling powerless about 

key aspects of their lives, including finding work and financial stability (Mckenzie, 2015), 

affording adequate food (Douglas et al., 2015) and mental health issues and suicide, 

particularly for benefit claimants (McGrath, Griffin and Mundy, 2015). These reductions in 

resources therefore undermine capacity to participate in politics. 

Those most affected by austerity are also least likely to engage in political 

participation. Demographic groups are unevenly represented across all forms of political 

participation within Western democracies. Citizens with above average wealth, income and 

education are more likely to participate in politics through both conventional and 

unconventional acts such as voting or joining demonstrations (Lijphart, 1997). People of a 

higher socioeconomic status are more likely to know others who participate in politics, 

increasing awareness and providing encouragement to participate (Verba and Nie, 1972). 

A clear example of austerity supressing political participation among minority 

groups can be seen in research on race. For people of colour, particularly women, austerity 

represents a ‘sharpening and prolongation of […] ordinary and everyday experiences of 

inequality’ (Bassel and Emejulu, 2017, p. 40). Before the financial crisis, poverty stood at 40 

per cent for ethnic minorities in Britain, twice that of the white population (ibid), and has 

subsequently increased for many minority groups, along with rising deprivation (Fisher and 

Nandi, 2015). Women from ethnic minorities are more likely to work in the public sector 

than men or white women, meaning that cuts have disproportionately affected their jobs, pay 

and conditions (Bassel and Emejulu, 2017). 

Since the onset of austerity, there is evidence of a decline in the participation of 

minority groups, as predicted by civic voluntarism. Bassel and Emejulu (2017) found that, 

among minority women in the UK and France, austerity hindered political activism and 

volunteering. Their reduced participation was caused in part by the mental and physical 

fatigue from job insecurity and reduced access to childcare. It is well established that time 

and money, resources under increased pressure under austerity, are crucial for many forms of 

participation such as campaign work, writing letters to politicians or attending political 

meetings (Schlozman, Burns and Verba, 1994; Brady, Verba and Lehman Schlozman, 1995; 
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Perea, 2002). Reduced funding for activist organisations and rising transport costs to attend 

meetings and events also affected the participation of minority women. Yet for some, the 

high stakes of growing precarity, loss of public services and loss of activist organisations has 

been a mobilising force to create new informal, grassroots groups (Bassel and Emejulu, 

2017). 

The reasons why disadvantaged or minority groups are less likely to participate is 

multifaceted. It is often suggested that apathy causes non-participation, particularly in young 

people. However, this is contradicted by the disproportionate presence of youth in protests 

following the financial crisis, such as the Occupy movement, student protests and London 

riots (Mcdowell, 2012). While young people are less likely to vote, they are more likely to 

attend demonstrations (Melo and Stockemer, 2014). Rather than indifference, young people 

more often feel politicians do not address the issues they care about and that they are 

powerless to engender change. Many therefore believe that participating in politics would not 

achieve anything (House of Commons Political and Constitutional Reform Committee, 

2014). 

Austerity has also reduced opportunities for developing and maintaining the 

intellectual and psychological resources that are also needed for participation. For example, 

education across age groups has been adversely affected by austerity. Despite early 

protections from budget cuts, schools are now subject to a freeze in spending per pupil, 

resulting in a real-terms cut of around eight per cent by 2019/20 (Belfield and Sibieta, 2017). 

Schools are increasingly dependent upon donations and fundraising, exacerbating patterns of 

deprivation as the wealthier 50 per cent of areas attract more than double the donations of 

time and money (Body and Hogg, 2018). 

Withdrawal of the Educational Maintenance Allowance and closure of Connexions, 

an advice service for 13 to 19 year olds, has reduced the support available for children and 

young adults (Ridge, 2013). The number of part-time students has reduced by 47 per cent 

since the reduction in government funding for higher education and tripling of university 

fees. This decline has particularly affected mature students with caring responsibilities who 

are more likely to undertake part-time study but are unable to take on the burden of debt. 

Lack of access to higher education can have long-term consequences as it reduces the 

opportunities and development of both adults and their children (McGrath, Griffin and 

Mundy, 2015). Education inherently alters the resources available to people to participate by 
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developing their understanding and critical thinking about politics and society as well as 

improving communication skills (Dalton, 2017). Education is consistently associated with 

political engagement across a range of political activities (Stoker, 2017), indicating that poor 

educational opportunities may also reduce future political participation.  

However, there is not just an issue of equipping people with the skills to engage, but 

also of making politics accessible to all. Since 2010, many day services for adults with 

learning disabilities have closed across the country (Unison, 2015). People with learning 

disabilities are significantly less likely to participate than the wider population – only one 

third voted in the 2010 general election (Every Vote Counts, no date). Their lower 

participation has been attributed to practical barriers in combination with cultural exclusion 

resulting from a lack of appropriately targeted communication (House of Commons Political 

and Constitutional Reform Committee, 2014). The loss of services for these individuals under 

austerity can exacerbate this exclusion, suppressing their voices when they are already at a 

disadvantage with regards to political participation. 

The internet could help to mitigate some inequalities by improving access to 

information and opportunities for participation (Shah et al., 2002) . Yet there is a ‘digital 

divide’ where certain disadvantaged groups are more likely to have limited or no access to 

the internet. This gap occurs in resources, such as access to a computer, and in the skills 

needed to utilise these resources. Age is a key factor, as is education and disability (Hindman, 

2009). In the UK, 14.9 per cent of the population do not use the internet, of which nearly half 

have an annual income below £11,500 (Good Things Foundation, 2017). Any new online 

opportunities for political participation are therefore not equally accessible, perpetuating the 

pre-existing inequalities of more traditional forms of participation. Issues with internet access 

have been exacerbated by austerity. Library closures, combined with fewer staff available to 

assist customers in the remaining libraries, have reduced access to computers for many 

(House of Commons Culture Media and Sport Committee, 2012). 

Unequal impact of austerity 

The impact of austerity has been disproportionately negative for disadvantaged citizens. 

Certain cuts, including to the NHS and road maintenance, are less discriminatory, affecting 

the majority of citizens to at least some extent. Yet, the impact of these cuts for those with 

good health and higher incomes has been significantly lower. Research shows that people in 
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poverty have born 39 per cent of all cuts, while the burden of cuts on disabled people is 19 

times greater than other citizens (Duffy, 2013). This suggests that, although cuts are likely to 

have affected everyone to some degree, the impact of austerity on the UK’s most 

disadvantaged citizens is incomparable to the impact on the healthy and wealthy. Civic 

voluntarism would predict political participation among those who have more resources 

available, so cannot explain their lack of action in response to austerity. That many remain 

relatively little affected by spending cuts may better explain this inaction.  

Grievance theory predicts that when citizens feel deprived they are mobilised to 

participate to communicate their grievances to those in power (Kern, Marien and Hooghe, 

2015). Grievance theory would thus predict growth in participation among those adversely 

affected by austerity policies, but not those who are unaffected. The majority of the public, 

who are less dependent upon the state, may not be aware of the consequences of the cuts for 

those most in need and see few consequences for themselves. Such people are thus not 

mobilised to act. When combined with civic voluntarism, the theories together predict low 

participation in response to austerity overall because those with grievances to communicate 

lack the resources to do so. 

Research in Europe indicates that austerity policies have relatively little effect on 

political participation among those least affected. In response to the introduction of a harsh 

austerity policy, including significant cuts to public sector salaries, public investment, 

pensions and social benefits, Spain saw a wave of demonstrations and strikes. Yet, these 

actions were disproportionately undertaken by those most affected by it – public sector 

employees and subsidy recipients. Overall levels of political engagement, in fact, declined 

following the introduction of austerity (Muñoz, Anduiza and Rico, 2014). 

Narrative of austerity as necessary and unavoidable 

However, there are also factors that influence the public more generally. First, the 

government has communicated the policy of spending cuts in such a way that there appears to 

be no alternative. This could lead the public to either accept spending cuts as the most 

appropriate policy or, for those who remain opposed to it, feel that political activism is 

unlikely to bring about change. 

This argument draws on the theory of policy feedback which claims that policies 

change both the capacities of the state and those affected by policies. In particular, the 
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narrative that governments choose influences how people understand policies and, 

consequently, their own identities, goals and capabilities in relation to them (Skocpol, 1995). 

For example, as argued by Adam Przeworski, if political parties appeal to voters as workers, 

they are more likely to think of themselves as workers, which puts a particular lens on their 

values and opinions (Przeworski, 1985). Policies can therefore influence the way citizens see 

their social status, their rights and thus whether and how they feel empowered to participate 

in politics. 

Through careful narrative choices, the government has suggested that they have no 

choice but to cut spending. Firstly, the coalition government chose a discourse of austerity for 

the spending cuts in an effort to evoke the ‘blitz spirit’ of the war period. From the 1940s to 

the mid-1950s, the government implemented strict controls on consumer goods, including 

imports, production, distribution and prices. Government resources were focused on funding 

the war effort and, later, on economic recovery following the Second World War (Zweiniger-

Bargielowska, 2000). This wartime austerity has now become romanticised by many, 

nostalgically remembered as a time when everyone did their share for the war effort 

(MacLeavy, 2011). Using language such as ‘sticking together as a country’ and ‘our children 

and grandchildren will thank us’ (Cameron, 2009) the government sought to gain the support 

of citizens by evoking this time. 

Additionally, this dialogue shifted emphasis away from the role of the banks in the 

financial crisis, towards the apparent profligate spending on the welfare state and public 

sector of the previous Labour government (Clarke and Newman, 2012). A mantra of 

‘Labour’s debt’ was heavily utilised by the Coalition government. This claim received some 

opposition from the public (Hay, 2013), but that Labour was to blame was broadly accepted 

by the public until late 2015 (Dahlgreen, 2015). 

To emphasise the necessity of cuts, they made claims such as ‘we are not doing this 

because we want to, driven by theory or ideology. We are doing this because we have to’ 

(Cameron, 2010). This assertion is questionable, as many scholars argue that austerity is an 

ideological choice over alternatives such as Keynesian fiscal stimulus (MacLeavy, 2011; 

Blyth, 2013; Hay, 2013). Of course, such alternatives may not counteract growing 

government debt, but there is also no consensus that government debt is fundamentally 

problematic or that it cannot be reduced through other means (Portes, 2013; Krugman, 2015). 

The choice of austerity is partly dependent upon the discourse surrounding the policy. As 
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Colin Hay (2013) argues, describing the financial crisis as a ‘crisis of debt’ justifies austerity 

as a solution, which a ‘crisis of growth’ would not. 

Nonetheless, this narrative has been largely effective. Opinion polls show that the 

general public consistently believed that spending cuts are necessary (Dahlgreen, 2016). 

Research suggests that members of the public accept this narrative and strongly regard cuts as 

a moral necessity (Stanley, 2013). For many, this may indicate an acceptance of cuts as the 

most appropriate policy. For those who nonetheless oppose it, it may feel that political 

participation would not achieve anything because there is no alternative. 

However, the narrative of being ‘in it together’ has been less successful. This 

narrative is misleading because, as argued above, cuts have not been equally distributed. For 

those disproportionately affected by cuts, this discourse is likely to seem insensitive, if not 

insulting, exacerbating distrust in politicians. Accordingly, cuts have been considered unfair 

almost since they began (Dahlgreen, 2016). 

Over time, public support for cuts has waned. In 2010, 59 per cent of people agreed 

that public spending cuts were needed, compared to 32 per cent who disagreed. By 2017 

these percentages had reversed (Deloitte, 2017). In 2017, for the first time since the financial 

crisis, support for raising taxes to increase public spending overtook support for maintaining 

tax and spending levels (Clery, Curtice and Harding, 2017). 

Although government narratives have undermined political participation, recent 

declines in support for spending cuts and growing perceptions of unfairness could counteract 

this trend. However, as deprived communities continue to lose resources, opportunities for 

participation become ever more limited and the grievances of the rest of the population 

remain low. Furthermore, the evidence suggests the public see austerity as unavoidable, 

undermining efficacy to change the situation. This builds on a pre-existing reluctance to 

participate in politics which will discussed in the following section.   

Declining participation 

Finally, it is important to situate austerity within the wider context of declining political 

participation. Scholars have argued that many citizens are withdrawing from politics because 

politicians do not represent the needs and preferences of the people. Rather than mobilising 

citizens, austerity may be seen as further evidence of democratic failure. 
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Over the last three decades, there has been growing evidence in the US and Western 

Europe of public discontent with democracy, characterised by declining trust in government 

and growing support for populism (Mair, 2013). This discontent is reflected in decreasing 

levels of political participation. In the UK, between 1992 and 2001 general election turnout 

fell by over 18 per cent. It has since steadily increased, but in 2017 was still nearly nine per 

cent down on 1992 (Audickas, Hawkins and Cracknell, 2017). In 2010, the combined vote 

share of the Labour and Conservative parties was lower than the number of people who did 

not vote (House of Commons Political and Constitutional Reform Committee, 2014). 

Scholars have suggested these are symptoms of the decline of democracy, moving towards 

what Colin Crouch (2000) calls ‘post-democracy’. 

However, Pippa Norris (2011) argues that the problem lies in a ‘democratic deficit’, 

where public satisfaction with democracy falls short of its aspirations for it. She claims that 

citizens' expectations are rising due to greater knowledge, so government failure to meet 

expectations combined with negative media coverage results in public dissatisfaction. 

Conventional participation can decline in the face of such cynicism about politics. In 2013 32 

per cent of people in the UK said they ‘almost never’ trust the government, three times the 

proportion in 1986. In the same period, trust the government nearly halved. By 2013, only 16 

per cent of people believed parliament would pay serious attention if they made an effort to 

do something about an unjust law (Ormston and Curtice, 2015). Those opposed to austerity 

may regard it as simply more evidence of poor government decisions, rendering political 

activity pointless. 

It is possible that austerity has exacerbated these attitudes of distrust and frustration. 

Generalised cynicism about politics is likely to make marginalised groups further disinclined 

to use the few resources they have for participation. For all, the view that participation 

doesn’t change anything is reinforced by the discourse that cuts are inevitable. 

How the theories interact 

As illustrated by figure 1, these theories can account for the differing impact on subsets of the 

population in two general streams. Overall declining participation forms a backdrop for both 

streams, as growing alienation is likely to be found across the population. For those who 

claim benefits or live on low incomes, this generalised predisposition not to participate in 

politics is exacerbated by the alienation they are likely to feel as a result of the ‘in it together’ 

rhetoric employed by government. Cuts to benefits and other public services are likely to then 
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reduce the time, money and energy they need to participate, further undermining 

participation. 

Although the outcomes may be similar, for those on higher incomes and less dependent on 

public services, the interaction of these theories differs. While generalised disaffection with 

politics remains an important undercurrent, the government’s rhetorical choices are likely to 

have garnered support, or at least indifference, towards austerity. This is because those who 

are not claiming benefits are more likely to accept that the cuts have been fair and necessary. 

In combination with the low personal impact of austerity, where financially comfortable 

individuals have no significant grievance to communicate, there is little motivation to act. 

When participation levels are already falling, a greater provocation than austerity is needed 

for political participation among this group. 

Conclusion 

The implications of unequal participation can be very serious for those who do not 

participate. A lack of political voice can result in policies which either fail to help or actively 

disadvantage non-participants, who are often most in need. Low political participation is 

associated with less redistributive policies, yet those who would benefit most from greater 

Generalised apathy or 
disaffection with 

politics

Those disadvantaged 
by cuts lack the 
resources to take 

action

Inaccuracy of ‘in it 
together’ rhetoric 
deepens alienation 

from politicians

Any desire to oppose 
cuts is undermined

Wealthier and less 
dependent on public 

services are not 
personally affected

‘Necessary’ and ‘fair’ 
rhetoric fosters 
support for cuts

Lack of grievance 
means no motivation 

to act

Figure 1 Theoretical model to illustrate low political participation in 
response to austerity 
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redistribution of wealth are less likely to vote or engage by other means (Pontusson and 

Rueda, 2010). Ultimately, those who do not participate are more likely to lose out. The 

problem can then become self-perpetuating, as a lack of welfare state provision can entrench 

social inequalities, further reducing engagement and therefore representation of those most in 

need. In contrast, redistributive policies can assist lower status individuals in becoming more 

politically active by providing the resources that are central to participation (Dalton, 2017). 

The consequences of inequality of participation are crucial in the case of austerity, as those 

who lose out under austerity are also those who are less likely to participate. If the public 

does not engage with politicians over austerity, the government may continue to pursue it as a 

policy, further entrenching the issues it creates. It is therefore important to understand why 

people do not participate. 

The theories of civic voluntarism, grievance theory and policy feedback all offer 

strong explanations for the low political participation in response to austerity. Yet none of 

these theories alone adequately explains the complex issues involved. All three most 

effectively build on one another to account for what is ultimately a complex picture.  

Pre-existing declines in participation are likely to have undermined any potential 

response in the population as a whole, as participation is increasingly seen as ineffectual. The 

government’s narrative of being ‘in it together’ contradicts the lived experience of those 

dependent upon public services, exacerbating distrust in politicians. The loss of resources 

through benefits and social services cuts has then created further barriers to participation for 

marginalised individuals. 

The government’s rhetorical choices are likely to have influenced those less 

dependent on public services differently, promoting the idea that cuts are necessary and 

unavoidable. This discourse indicates that participation would not change anything, while 

also encouraging many to support the policy. While these groups have the resources to 

participate, their limited personal impact of cuts means they do not have a grievance to 

communicate. As such, these theories together build a nuanced model to explain why 

austerity has provoked relatively little political participation in the UK. 
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