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What underpins the electoral success of 

Ukip? 
James Somper 

�e ‘political earthquake’ that appears to have characterised �e United Kingdom 

Independence Party’s (Ukip) apparent ‘electoral success’ has been underpinned by a cross-

partisan cohort of disillusioned voters who feel a sense of ‘anger and mistrust’ towards 

Britain’s political culture.1  

�is is an assertion that poses a signi%cant challenge to the existing accounts of Ukip’s recent 

success at the polls which suggest that ‘disillusioned Conservative voters’, the ‘blue-collar le)-

behind’ as well as virulent ‘Eurosceptics’ have all separately formed the basis of Ukip’s 

‘political revolt’.2  

However, expanding on Ford & Goodwin’s conceptualisation of Ukip’s ‘le)-behind’ working-

class electoral base, I intend to illustrate the verisimilitude of the party’s ‘electoral success’. If 

we are to de%ne ‘electoral success’ within British politics as the ‘victory’ of a party and ‘its 

candidates’ at both %rst and second-order elections, then Ukip’s electoral performance is not 

as profound as it seems.3  

As I shall show, rather than a manifestation of an attraction to a cohesive ideological force, 

Ukip’s performance at the polls is underpinned by the ‘political disa0ection’ of a minority 

who feel that ‘their values and preferences’ have been excluded from the contemporary 

political arena.4 

                                                      
1 Nigel Farage, “Interview with PublicServiceEurope.com”, Ukip MEP’S, accessed December 13th, 2014, 

http://www.ukipmeps.org/news_775_Nigel-Farage-Expect-an-earthquake-in-politics.html; Pippa Norris, Democratic Deficit: 

Critical Citizens Revisited (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 237.    

2 Philip Lynch and Richard Whitaker, “Rivalry on the Right: The Conservatives, the UK Independence Party (Ukip) and the 

EU issue,” British Politics 8 (2012): 285; Robert Ford and Matthew Goodwin, “Understanding UKIP: Identity, Social Change 

and the Left Behind,” The Political Quarterly 85(2014): 284; Chris Gifford, “The rise of post-imperial populism: The case of 

right-wing Euroscepticism in Britain,” European Journal of Political Research 45(2006): 867-868.  

3 Gerald M. Pomper, “Party Organization & Electoral Success,” Polity 2 (1990): 188.  

4 Norris, Democratic Deficit, 240; Heinz Brandenburg & Robert Johns, “The Declining Representativeness of the British Party 

System, and Why It Matters,” Political Studies 62 (2014): 725.  
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Figure 1: Ukip Support by 2010 General Election Vote.5 

Any notion of Ukip’s ‘electoral success’ hinges upon their performance in last May’s 

European Elections. �e party were victorious with 27.5% of the popular vote and a record 24 

MEPs elected.6 �is was followed up with 3rd place in Local Authority Elections across 

England with Ukip securing 134 County Council seats a further 127 at District level.7 More 

recently, By-Elections in Clacton as well as Rochester & Strood saw each Ukip candidate poll 

42.1% and 59.66% of the popular vote, becoming the party’s %rst elected MP’s.8 As is clear in 

%gure 1, these results have come at the expense of all three parties but especially the 

Conservatives with nearly half of Ukip’s support deriving from former Tory voters. �is gives 

considerable weight to the claim that Ukip have ‘broken the mould’ of British politics but also 

fragmented the inviolable Westminster duopoly.9 For a party that began life as a single-issue 

‘protest’ group this is a considerable achievement.10 Despite this, there is limited analysis on 

                                                      
5 Retrieved from: The Labour Party, “Campaigning against UKIP,” (2014): 7, accessed 15th December, 2014,  

http://i.telegraph.co.uk/multimedia/archive/03138/CampaigningAgainst_3138005a.pdf. 

6 “UK European election results”, BBC Politics, accessed 13th December, 2014, 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/events/vote2014/eu-uk-results.  

7 “UK Local Council Political Compositions,” Gwydir Demon, accessed 13th December, 2014, 

http://www.gwydir.demon.co.uk/uklocalgov/makeup.htm.  

8 Nicholas Watt and Rowena Mason, “Nigel Farage: after Ukip’s Rochester win general election is unpredictable,” The 

Guardian 21st November, 2014, accessed 13th December, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2014/nov/21/nigel-

farage-ukip-rochester-win-mark-reckless-general-election-unpredictable-tories; Nicholas Watt and Helen Pidd, “Clacton 

By-election: Douglas Carswell wins Ukip's first parliamentary seat,” The Guardian 10th October, 2014, accessed 24th 

December 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2014/oct/10/ukip-wins-clacton-first-parliamentary-seat-douglas-

carswell. 

9 Harold D. Clarke and Gary Zuk, “The Dynamics of Third-Party Support: The British Liberals, 1951-79,” American Journal 

of Political Science, 33 (1989): 217. 

10 Robert Ford and Matthew Goodwin, Revolt on the Right: Explaining support for the radical right in Britain (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 2014), 24-30. 
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the speci%c factors that have underpinned this narrative. Ford & Goodwin’s Revolt on the 

Right argued that Ukip have ‘channelled’ support among an elder, predominantly male cross-

section of the working-class in to ‘a successful electoral rebellion’.11 In contrast, the recent 

Labour Party “Campaigning against Ukip” suggests that the party’s electoral success hinges 

on support from ‘disenchanted supporters of all three main parties’.12  

�is disagreement exposes the fact that Ukip’s electoral support is far more %ssiparous than 

has been previously suggested. Rather than a new platform for the disillusioned working class 

as Ford & Goodwin have suggested, Ukip is an amalgam of a number of distinct cohorts who 

have transferred their support to the party due to a shared belief that they ‘are no longer being 

represented’ by the conventional three parties in an era of ideological ‘convergence’.13 Ukip’s 

early, pre-2010 electoral support base was made up of ‘disa0ected’, so-called ‘Home county 

Tories’ who rejected the Conservatives commitment to further European integration under 

the Maastricht Treaty.14 �is cohorts support for Ukip grew as David Cameron’s 

‘compassionate Conservatism’ shi)ed the party to ‘the middle ground’ further alienating its 

core electoral base with increasing numbers of Tories supporting Ukip during the 2009 

European Elections leading to a number of claims that Ukip was a ‘mutiny within 

Conservatism’.15 However, it is important to emphasise that the surge in Ukip’s electoral 

performance since 2010 has been underpinned by support from a cohort of working-class, 

habitually aligned Labour voters as Ford & Goodwin have suggested. In a fashion similar to 

that of the estrangement of Ukip’s former Conservative voters, this has been the result of a 

process of partisan disillusionment that can be traced to Tony Blair’s ‘transformation’ of �e 

Labour Party which alienated its reliable electoral base as the party shi)ed to the ideological 

centre.16 �is cohort’s support for Ukip has only increased as the party evolved from a single-

issue, right wing pressure group to a more conventional political force promising 

                                                      
11 Ibid, 270. 

12   Retrieved from: The Labour Party, “Campaigning against UKIP,” (2014): 6, accessed 15th December, 2014,  

http://i.telegraph.co.uk/multimedia/archive/03138/CampaigningAgainst_3138005a.pdf.  

13 Geoffrey Evans and James Tilley, “How Parties Shape Class Politics: Explaining the Decline of the Class Basis of Party 

Support,” British Journal of Political Science 42 (2012): 161.  

14 Peter Oborne, “As the landscape starts to shift, Ukip can create political havoc,” The Daily Telegraph, 2nd November 2011, 

accessed 15th December, 2014 http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/peteroborne/100115144/as-the-landscape-starts-to-shift-

ukip-can-create-political-havoc/.   

15 Dennis Kavanagh & Philip Cowley, The British General Election of 2010 (Palgrave MacMillan: Basingstoke, 2010) 74; 

Matthew Parris, ‘Ukip isn't a national party. It's a Tory sickness’, The Spectator, 3rd May, 2014, accessed 9th January, 2015 

http://www.spectator.co.uk/columnists/matthew-parris/9197741/ukip-isnt-a-national-party-its-a-tory-sickness/. 

16 John Curtice, “Elections and Public Opinion,” in Anthony Seldon, Blair’s Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2007), 35.  
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‘independence’ from Brussels and ‘government interference’.17 More recently though, Ukip’s 

strong attitude towards immigration has allowed it to attract further support from the 

working classes who feel threatened by the increased presence of migrant workers from 

Eastern Europe in areas such as Kent and Essex where the party has consequently been able to 

build concentrated levels of electoral support.18 In this sense, Ukip have constructed a cross-

partisan coalition of voters by capitalising on a series of policy and ideological changes within 

the contemporary political milieu that have caused voters to become disillusioned with their 

partisan parties.  

�is assertion sits uneasily with traditional elaborations of voting behaviour. �e non-rational 

ontology of Butler and Stokes’s Party Identi%cation Model stressed that ‘partisan self-image’ 

was ‘the foremost legacy’ of childhood socialisation and social-class.19 When comparing this 

postulation with Ukip’s electoral performance, Butler & Stokes’s model becomes unstable as 

Ukip have clearly drawn support at the polls from across party and habitually predetermined 

social boundaries. �is is also the case when looking at Himmelweit et al’s ‘consumer model’ 

which suggests voters seek to ‘maximise’ their ‘expected utilities’ by voting for a party that will 

increase them.20 Again, this rational-choice presupposition becomes redundant when 

accounting for the electoral success of Ukip as its voters have little chance to ‘maximise’ any 

potential bene%ts at either %rst or second-order level.21 Likewise, Clarke et al stressed that 

voters are primarily concerned with the ability of political parties to perform in policy areas 

that they ‘care most about’ and consequently focus on ‘which party and its leader’ is ‘best able 

to deliver’ on ‘consensually agreed’ issues of importance.22 Once again, this schema becomes 

impervious when one acknowledges the fact that Ukip has had its ‘incompetence’ routinely 

highlighted in the news media system but also has only a handful of concrete policy 

provisions.23 However, in their critique of Sarlvik & Crewe’s partisan and class dealingment 

                                                      
17 Ukip, “What we stand for,” accessed 13th December, 2014, http://www.ukip.org/issues.   

18 For details see: Emily Duggan, “The typical Ukip voter has little experience of immigration,” The Independent, 10th 

September, 2014, accessed 10th January, 2015, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/the-typical-ukip-voter-has-

little-experience-of-immigration-9659499.html. 

19 David Butler & Donald Stokes. Political Change in Britain: The Evolution of Electoral Choice (London: MacMillan, 1974), 

50-51.  

20 Hilde Himmelweit, Patrick Humphrey’s & Marianne Jaeger, How Voters Decide (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 

1992), 114.  

21 Ibid, 114.   

22 Harold D. Clarke, David Sanders, Marianne C. Stewart & Paul F. Whiteley, Performance Politics and the British Voter 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 308, 15.  

23 Robert Ford and Matthew Goodwin, “There are three key questions Ukip must answer at the May elections,” The 

Guardian, 6th May, 2014, accessed 13th December, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/may/06/three-

key-questions-ukip.    
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model, Heath et al suggested that voters ‘changing con%dence’ in their partisan party of 

choice Zuctuated on a “‘push’ and ‘pull’” basis. 24 When voters were ‘pulled’ towards their 

party it meant that its ‘ideological stance’ was representative of the beliefs of its partisan 

support base and consequently its voters retained a loyal attachment.25 However, even when 

voters ‘defected to another party’, partisan identi%cation was still maintained: it was just that 

the parties policies were no longer representative of the beliefs of its partisan voters.26 

Building on this, it becomes clear Ukip’s electoral success has hinged upon the broader 

process of class and partisan dealignment preponed by Heath et al. Ukip has drawn support 

from unshakable Conservatives but also working class disillusioned Labour voters both of 

whom feel that their previous partisan parties of choice no longer represent  ‘their values and 

preferences’.27 

 

Figure : Ukip's Electoral Performance ( - ) Y Axis = % of Popular Vote. 28 

However, it is important to treat any notion of the party’s ‘electoral success’ with considerable 

caution. As shown in %gure 2, there is a distinction between Ukip’s electoral performance in 

%rst and second-order elections with clear ‘electoral successes’ being concentrated in the latter 

of the two. �ese second-order European Elections are characterised by ‘low rates of voter 

                                                      
24 Anthony Heath, Roger Jowell, John Curtice, How Britain Votes (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1985), 150-174. 

25 Ibid, 150-170. 

26 Ibid, 149.  

27 Brandenburg, “The Declining Representativeness of the British Party System, and Why It Matters,” 725.  

28 Data obtained via: “How UKIP became a political force,” BBC News, 3rd May 2013, accessed 13th December 2014, 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-22396689. 
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interest’ and ‘a higher willingness to experiment with new parties’.29 Whilst Ukip have 

performed well in these relatively unimportant elections, the crucible of General Elections is 

still something of a barrier for the party who have never polled more than 5% as shown in 

%gure 2. Although one can postulate that Ukip’s victory in the 2014 European elections will 

undoubtedly lead to a strong showing this May, as I have shown Ukip’s ‘electoral success’ so 

far has rested on support from a disillusioned, cross-partisan minority concentrated in 

speci%c areas. Within the context of a General Election, this translates to small, isolated 

pockets of success in the areas in which it already enjoys support. In this sense the only way 

that Ukip can make any signi%cant impact this May is through attracting concentrated 

support outside of the party’s strongholds and focus more on appealing to the so), ideological 

centre. However, for a party that is routinely presented in the news media system as a 

collection of racists and homophobes, this prospect is an unlikely one.30  

Clearly then, the factors underpinning Ukip’s ‘electoral success’ are more complex than they 

seem. Although the party’s performance in %rst and second-order elections has been 

underpinned by a distinct disillusionment with contemporary political parties and the 

broader political process by a ‘le)-behind’ minority as Ford & Goodwin argue, I have 

illustrated how this group is more an cross-partisan amalgam of distinct cohorts as the recent 

Labour Party report suggested who have become attracted to the party due to its message of 

anti-EU, anti-Westminster and anti-immigration. �e question which Ukip now face is how 

far they become drawn into this culture in their e0orts to broaden their evidently narrow 

electoral appeal. Whilst the party’s dri) to the centre will potentially allow it to gain increased 

support at the polls this May, Ukip face the prospect of becoming an apparition of the very 

entity their ‘electoral success’ has hinged upon disparaging; conventional political parties.  

  

                                                      
29 Ford & Goodwin, Revolt on the Right, 5. 

30 For details see: William Jordan, “Voters think media are more biased against UKIP than other parties,” YouGov, 20th May, 

2014, accessed 13th December, 2014, https://yougov.co.uk/news/2014/05/20/voters-think-media-more-biased-against-UKIP/. 
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