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Participation
Unlike with political parties, the same 

person may be a member of a number 
of different pressure groups.

Most pressure group participation is relatively passive 
and “membership” and “support” are frequently the 
same thing - by gathering support through (a relatively 
passive) membership pressure groups enhance their 
ability to influence governments and political parties 
(they represent substantial number of people)
Jordan and Halpin: The majority of members rarely 
play a direct participatory role.

Pressure
Groups Membership Margetts (2001): Recent membership trends 

are downward (following rapid rises in 1980’s).

Jordan and Halpin 
(2002): Problems involved 
in “counting members”:

Definitional
Our ability to define pressure / 

interest groups in a consistent and 
coherent fashion is often limited 
by the blurring of distinctions 
between pressure groups and 

New Social Movements. 

Numerical
Estimates of size are hampered by the 

lack of reliable membership data 
released into the public domain by 

pressure groups. 

Normative
This relates to the idea of different types 

of membership (such as active and 
passive involvement). Deciding what 

“level of participation” actually counts as 
“participation” is a methodological 

problem that has consequences for how 
we measure membership.

Measurement

Is “decline” a function of a different form of political participation - 
one channeled through both conventional and non-conventional 
organisational structures? Political participation has become 
professionalised – carried out by professional negotiators backed 
by relatively passive forms of public support in the form of media 
coverage, donations and membership subscriptions.

Support

“The best way to support Friends of the Earth is 
through a regular gift because it provides the 
dependable income we need to mount long-
term campaigns to protect our environment”.

Social
Movements

Involves external problems of 
definition (how, for example, 
different types of movement differ 
from pressure groups) and internal 
problems (the distinction between 
“old” and “new”, for example).Membership

For Old Social Movements 
(OSMs) such as Trade Unions 
membership is easier to estimate.

Labour Force Survey (2005), over the past 
25 years both membership numbers and the 
percentage of the workforce who are Union 
members have declined (from 13.2 to 7.3 
million and 55% to 28% respectively).

Fewer, but larger, Unions. 
The three largest UK Trade 
Unions now represent nearly 
50% of all Union members.

Decline in traditional forms 
of manual manufacturing 
work and an increase in 
service employment and 
part-time working patterns 
that are less likely to involve 
Union membership).
Putnam (1995): Decline in 
all kinds of organised 
political participation.

Is decline in organisational 
participation (parties, pressure groups, 
social movements) the result of fewer 
people choosing to overtly participate?
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