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Abstract: For several decades political scientists have warned that citizens in 

established democracies are increasingly disengaged from traditional politics. As a 

solution to this, participatory democrats have recommended providing ordinary 

citizens with more opportunities to be involved in political decisions. However, 

dissatisfaction with politics is often studied using generalized survey items, providing 

limited insight into the nature and scope of political discontent or how its 

manifestations differ across established democracies with different institutional 

designs. Through a series of focus group discussions conducted in 2015, we compare 

citizens’ talk about politics and participation in political decisions in Switzerland and 

Britain. Whereas Switzerland is a typical consensus democracy with a tradition of 

referendums and initiatives, Britain is a strong majoritarian democracy providing 

fewer opportunities for citizens to influence politics. The British focus group 

discussions were characterized by strong elements of anti-politics: politicians are out-

of-touch, political parties are all the same, governments don’t keep their promises, and 

voting is pointless. However participants expressed reluctance about encouraging 

citizens to take important political decisions and seemed to prefer reforms aimed at 

improving representative politics instead. In Switzerland citizens’ talk was mostly 

about referendums and initiatives, while references to specific politicians, 

parliamentary elections, or political parties (except the SVP) were uncommon. Most 

participants agreed that direct democracy was a great privilege, however they also 

raised concerns about its functioning. Namely, that citizens are overwhelmed by the 

“flood of initiatives” and the complicated voting materials and that political elites are 

not responsive enough to citizens’ demands. 

 

“Citizens are so overwhelmed with the connections, with the organizations, with the 

procedures, with the slowness, with the language of the politicians, with the laws”. 

(Male, 54, self-employed, Zurich) 

 

“Honestly, sometimes I’m just like ‘I don’t understand’ [speaking about politics]. It’s 

just a lot of people shouting at each other, about the same things, and all the things they 

promise they go back on, and they’re not really held to account”. 

(Female, 30, personal tutor, London) 

 

Introduction 

 

It is increasingly said that established democracies are gripped by a “mood of anti-

politics” (Allen and Birch, 2015; Jennings, Stoker, and Twyman, 2016; Stoker, 2011). 

For several decades political scientists have pointed to increasingly low levels of 
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electoral participation, associational membership, and trust in political institutions as 

evidence of alienation and disengagement from politics (Dalton, 2004; Pharr and 

Putnam, 2000; Whiteley, 2011). More recently, the literature seems to have taken a 

“populist turn”, emphasizing the gap between citizens and elites as a key explanation 

for the continued success of anti-establishment parties channeling dissatisfaction with 

politics into illiberal political agendas (Mudde, 2007). 

 

Dissatisfaction with politics is often studied using survey items capturing generalized 

attitudes such as “how satisfied are you with the way democracy works?”, “how much 

trust do you have in politicians?” or “the government doesn’t care much what people 

like me think”. Such measures provide limited insight into the nature and shape of 

political discontent and how its manifestations compare across established democracies 

with different institutional designs (Jennings, Stoker, and Twyman, 2016). By asking 

citizens to talk about politics we gain a better understanding of the commonplace 

arguments, statements, and descriptions underpinning their attitudes towards politics. 

If political scientists are to help in bridging the gap between citizens and elites, 

presenting political discontent in layman’s terms is high on the agenda. Furthermore, 

listening to citizens is crucial for understanding what reforms are necessary to restore 

faith in government. 

 

Providing citizens with opportunities to participate in political decision-making is one 

of the most popular reforms proposed by academics (Pateman, 2012; Smith, 2009; 

Roberts, 2008). There are many quantitative studies measuring public support for direct 

democratic instruments such as referendums and initiatives, most of which demonstrate 

high levels of support (Bengtsson and Mattila, 2009; Bowler, Donovan, and Karp, 

2007; Dalton, Burklin, and Drummond, 2001; Rojon, Rijken, and Klandermans, 2019; 

Webb, 2013). However, these studies do not consider whether citizens’ understandings 

of politics and political participation differ in settings with few vs. many direct 

democratic opportunities. This is surprising given that direct democracy is supposed to 

encourage the development of a more participatory and deliberative political culture 

(Feld and Kirchgässner, 2000; LeDuc, 2015).  

 

The objective of this paper is to compare citizens’ talk about politics and participatory 

decision-making in Great Britain and Switzerland using a series of focus group 

discussions (8 per country) conducted in London and Zurich between October and 

November 2015. We selected these countries because they are both Western European 

democracies but polar opposites in terms of participatory opportunities and institutional 

designs. Most obviously, Britain is a strong majoritarian democracy with a single-party 

government, whereas Switzerland is a paradigmatic consensus democracy governed by 

a coalition of four to five parties (Lijphart, 1999). Compared to other OECD countries, 

Britain ranks low on territorial decentralization and power-sharing between political 

institutions, whereas Switzerland ranks high on these characteristics (Vráblíková, 

2014). Finally, Swiss cantons (states) have more than 100 years of experience with 

referendums and initiative, whereas Britain’s engagement with direct democratic and 

deliberative instruments has been described as “cosmetic” (Breuillard, 2011; Hendriks 

and Michels, 2011). In sum, Switzerland and Britain’s political systems might be 

contrasted as “open” vs. “closed” in terms of opportunities for change (Kriesi, 

Koopmans, Duyvendak, and Giugni, 1995). 
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The paper is structured as follows. We start by providing background information about 

each country’s (a) political system; (b) evidence on citizens’ attitudes towards politics 

and participatory decision-making; and (c) political events preceding the focus group 

discussions. In the methods section we discuss the advantages of focus group research 

and present our research design and analytical strategy. The results are divided into 

three sections: citizens’ talk about their political system; citizens’ talk about 

participatory decision-making; and citizens’ demands for improving politics. In the 

discussion we reflect more on the similarities and differences between the focus group 

discussions in Switzerland and Britain and how they inform previous research on 

citizens’ perceptions of politics and participatory decision-making in each country. 

 

Great Britain 

 

Political System 

 

The British Parliament is composed of two houses that check and balance each other: 

the House of Lords whose members are appointed and the House of Commons whose 

members are elected. The country is divided into 650 constituencies, each represented 

by a single Member of Parliament (MP) elected every five years according to the first-

past-the-post principle, i.e. the constituency goes to the candidate with the most votes. 

The party with an overall majority of seats in the House of Commons forms the 

government and its leader becomes Prime Minister. 

 

The historic dominance of representative norms in Britain acts as a barrier to 

participatory innovations in government (Breuillard, 2011). Both the Coalition 

Government (2010-2015) and the preceding Labour Government (2007-2010) 

promised reforms aimed at making government more accountable and redistributing 

power from the political elite to the man and woman in the streets (Allen and Birch, 

2015). However, there was limited engagement with instruments of direct or 

deliberative democracy, the non-elected House of Lords was not reformed, and few 

measures were introduced to check the power of MPs even after the 2009 Expenses 

Scandal (Davidson and Elstub, 2013). 

 

During the 90s there was a movement towards decentralization, for example several 

referendums concerning devolution (in Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales) and the 

possibility of electing local mayors were held (Breuillard, 2011). However, the British 

state remains over-centralized and resists relinquishing power to local authorities in the 

belief that common standards and managerial efficiency will be undermined (Pattie, 

Seyd, and Whiteley, 2004). Despite the creation of legislative bodies in Scotland, 

Northern Ireland, and Wales, these nations are still government by a single constitution, 

unlike Swiss cantons (Hendriks and Michels, 2011). 

 

Scholars have also emphasized the poor quality of deliberation and the de-politicization 

of policymaking in the British political system. Compared to parliamentary debates in 

Switzerland, the US, and Germany, debates in the House of Commons are characterized 

by low levels of justification, respect, and constructive politics, which may feed into 

negative perceptions of politics (Steiner, Bächtiger, Spörndli, and Steenbergen, 2004). 

There is less dialogue between citizens and politicians than in the past, as politicians 

increasingly connect to the public via televised media providing a curated image of 

politics (Clarke, Jennings, Moss, and Stoker, 2016). Finally, decision-making in key 
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sectors, e.g. social care, healthcare, and education, is increasingly being sub-contracted 

to professionals and experts in semi-public administrative bodies (“quangos”) instead 

of being democratized (Hay and Stoker, 2009).  

 

Evidence on Citizens’ Attitudes Towards Politics and Participatory Decision-Making 

 

Political cynicism and distrust have long surrounded British politics but there is a 

growing body of literature which contends that the usual grievances “have morphed 

into an entrenched culture of anti-politics” (Allen and Birch, 2015: 391). Since the 50s 

the percentage of citizens expressing disapproval of government has risen from 20% to 

just over 60% and the number of distinct grievances citizens hold against politicians 

has grown (Clarke et al., 2016). The mediatization of politics, short-termism of 

politicians, and influence of special interest groups are among the top reasons for 

political discontent (Jennings, Stoker and Twyman, 2016). Britons are disengaging 

from formal politics: turnout in general elections declined precipitously after 1992, 

falling below 60% in 2001 for the first time since 1918. In the 2015 General Elections, 

held only a few months before our focus groups, non-voters were once again the single 

largest block of the electorate (Whiteley, 2009). 

 

Despite previous governments’ (largely unfulfilled) promises to introduce direct 

democratic and deliberative instruments, it remains unclear whether Britons share the 

enthusiasm for popular involvement (Allen and Birch, 2015). Based on data from the 

2012 European Social Survey, the mean score on public support for the use of 

referendums was relatively high in Britain (mean=8.10 on 11-point scale) but slightly 

lower than in Switzerland (mean=8.64). However, several studies focusing on local 

politics found that citizens are generally not interested in participating more than they 

do (Davidson and Elstub 2013, p. 13; Meadowcroft 2001, p. 40; Pattie et al., 2004, p. 

272). Based on survey data from a representative sample Stoker and Hay (2017) 

demonstrate that the reforms most favored by Britons are about restoring representative 

politics rather than grabbing more opportunities for participation i.e. “making 

politicians more accountable to ensure what is promised is delivered”, “better 

education, information exchange and less spin in communication”, and “making 

politics more transparent so that it is easier to follow”. 

 

Political Events 

 

Between 2010 and 2015 Conservatives and Liberal Democrats governed together in the 

only coalition since World War II. Public support for the coalition government turned 

sour when the parties reneged on their promises not to cut tax credits (Conservatives) 

or to raise tuition fees (Liberal Democrats)(Allen and Birch, 2015). Two referendums 

were held during this period: in 2011 Britons rejected the Alternative Vote, a reform of 

the electoral system that would reduce the bias against medium-sized parties, and in 

2014 a slim majority of Scots (55%) voted against independence. In order to prevent 

voters from defecting to UKIP, Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron promised 

a referendum on EU membership if re-elected to government (Clarke, Kellner, Stewart, 

Twyman, and Whiteley, 2016).  

 

The 2015 General Elections surprised the nation as pollsters predicted Conservatives 

would suffer losses based on their unpopular austerity measures and failure to reduce 

net immigration into Britain (Goodwin, 2015). Instead, Cameron was reinstated for 
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another five-year term while the Liberal Democrats were decimated and Labour 

continued to lose seats. Furthermore, both the Scottish National Party and UKIP fared 

considerably better than expected, with the latter party’s vote share rising from 3.1 to 

12.6%. Following Labour’s defeat in the General Elections, Jeremy Corbyn won the 

party leadership becoming one of Labour’s most left-wing, anti-establishment leaders 

to date (Mason, 2015). Corbyn vowed to practice a “gentler kind of politics”, contrary 

to the “mudslinging” and “theatrical abuse” of Westminster politics potentially 

explaining his appeal to voters (Wintour, 2015). 

 

Switzerland 

 

Political System 

 

Switzerland is a federal state composed of 25 “cantons”, each with their own 

government, constitution, laws, and courts. Although direct democratic instruments are 

at the core of political developments, most legislation is passed in parliament without 

interference from voters, therefore the Swiss political system is often referred to as a 

semi-direct democracy (Serdült, 2014). In the comparative politics literature, 

Switzerland stands alone as a country with a high level of political stability and a 

political culture oriented towards compromise between political actors (Sciarini, 

Fischer, and Traber, 2015, p.1).  

 

The Federal Parliament is composed of two chambers whose members are elected every 

four years. The Swiss legislature is considered semi-professional, as MPs continue to 

dedicate half their time to their main profession. Certain professionals are 

overrepresented among MPs, namely attorneys, businessmen, medical doctors, and 

university professors, but also farmers (Kriesi and Trechsel, 2008). Direct democratic 

institutions, limited resources, and an emphasis on the drafting phase of legislation have 

weakened the Swiss Parliament, especially compared to other liberal democracies 

(Sciarini et al., 2015). Unlike in Britain where the emphasis is on parliamentary debate, 

in Switzerland legislation is drafted in extra-parliamentary committees and rarely 

modified in parliament, which acts as a “rubber stamp assembly” (Kriesi, 1980, p. 589). 

 

The government, or main executive body, is a Federal Council composed of seven 

councillors, each in charge of a different ministry. The councillors are elected by the 

Federal Parliament for a four-year term but cannot be recalled. The four main political 

parties are represented in The Council, a composition preserved since 1959 with the 

exception that one of the seven seats (formerly Christian Democrat) was replaced by 

the Swiss People’s Party (populist radical right) in 2003. Consociationalism reigns 

within The Council as moderate councillors tend to be chosen over polarizing ones 

(given that they must be elected by a majority of MPs) and each member is expected to 

defend any decision taken by The Council, even if he or she initially opposed it (Kriesi 

and Trechsel, 2008). However, as a result of the polarization of the party system, the 

age-old composition of the Federal Council is being challenged as conflicts emerge 

between councillors (Sciarini et al., 2015).  

 

Direct democratic instruments were institutionalised during the second half of the 19th 

century and gradually spread from the cantonal to federal level. The most important 

instruments are in operation at all levels of government, namely the mandatory 

referendum to approve constitutional changes, the optional referendum to challenge 
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laws recently passed, and the citizens’ initiative to propose constitutional changes from 

outside parliament, but also new laws at the cantonal level (Serdült, 2014). Between 

1984 and 2009 citizens were consulted on an average of nine federal topics and five 

cantonal topics per year, but these numbers are steadily increasing (Altman, 2011, pp. 

74-75).  

 

The ballots are sent to peoples’ homes together with voting recommendations from the 

government, political parties, and interest groups, but studies suggest Swiss voters 

largely inform themselves with newspapers and television cues (Trechsel and Sciarini, 

1998). Surprisingly, there are no obligations for campaigners to reveal their identity or 

the amount of money spent (apart from in a few cantons) (Serdült, 2014). Direct 

democracy makes the Swiss political system more responsive to citizens’ demands than 

pure representative democracies, as legislators must tailor their proposals to the median 

voter in anticipation of counter-proposals (Feld and Kirchgässner, 2000). 

 

Evidence on Citizens’ Attitudes Towards Politics and Participatory Decision-Making 

 

As is the case for most European democracies, public trust in the Swiss government 

and parliament declined, particularly during the 90s (Brunner and Sgier, 1997). Data 

from the 2014 European Social Survey (including 21 European countries) demonstrates 

that Switzerland ranks 3rd on trust in parliament (mean=6.23 on 11-point scale) and 1st 

on satisfaction with government (mean=6.45 on 11-point scale). By comparison, 

Britain ranks 11th on trust in parliament (mean=4.38) and 10th on satisfaction with 

government (mean=4.30) (our own calculations based on weighted samples).     

 

Low turnout seems to be the cost of increasing opportunities to participate. The average 

turnout in national referendums dropped from roughly 60% after WWII to 40% during 

the 70s and currently ranges between 40 and 50% but rises up to 70-80% for salient 

issues (Serdült, 2014, p. 81). Factors typically put forward to explain absenteeism in 

direct democratic votes are the frequency of ballots, the (low) competence of citizens, 

and the (limited) salience of the issue at stake (Serdült, 2014, p. 80)   

 

Some scholars claim that Switzerland’s direct democratic opportunities contribute to 

higher levels of political interest, efficacy and engagement compared to other European 

democracies (Kriesi et al., 1995). Switzerland has a more deliberative political culture 

than pure representative democracies as discussions about proposed legislation are not 

limited to elitist circles. The possibility of deciding themselves encourages citizens to 

seek more information in order to make the “right” decisions on the ballot (Feld and 

Kirchgässner, 2000). Indeed, Benz and Stutzer (2004) demonstrate that citizens in 

cantons with more direct democratic rights are better informed about politics. 

According to the boost hypothesis the reduced costs of obtaining information in direct 

democratic contexts also stimulates participation in elections (Freitag and Stadelmann-

Steffen, 2010). However, several studies focusing on variation in the use of direct 

democracy between cantons challenge expectations of higher levels of political trust 

and engagement (Bauer and Fatke, 2014; Fatke and Freitag, 2013; Freitag and 

Stadelmann-Steffen, 2010). 

 

Political Events 
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The years preceding our focus group discussions were heavily marked by a national 

debate on immigration. In February 2014 a slim majority of voters approved an 

initiative by the Swiss People’s Party (SVP) demanding quotas on immigration from 

European Union (EU) countries, forcing the Federal Council to renegotiate 

Switzerland’s agreement with the EU on Free Movement of Persons. In a referendum 

held one week after our focus groups voters rejected an initiative by an environmentalist 

pressure group proposing to limit net immigration into Switzerland to a maximum of 

0.2% of the population.   

 

Concerns about immigration influenced the 2015 Federal Elections, held one month 

prior to the focus groups. As in Britain, these elections featured a strong conservative 

turn, with the SVP winning the greatest number of seats (in both houses of parliament) 

that any party has won in decades. Albeit one of the most expensive in Swiss history, 

the election campaign was criticized as lacking in substantive content. In the 

campaigning events and communications via social media, personality and style 

trumped substance, as epitomized by a music video from the SVP entering the Swiss 

music charts (Bochsler, Gerber, and Zumbach, 2015).  
 

Method 

 

Why Focus Groups? 

 

While focus groups are increasingly used in the social sciences, they are rarely used for 

cross-national comparative research (Van Bezouw, Garyfallou, Oană, and Rojon, 

2019). However, this method provides distinct advantages for studying citizens’ 

relations to politics and government vis-à-vis survey research and other qualitative 

methods. Firstly, focus groups provide a quick and effective way of collecting a range 

of opinions, particularly if they are conducted among different subsets of the 

population.  

 

Second, this method provides a more grassroots perspective on politics than survey 

research which assumes that there is a common understanding between the researcher 

and the subject about the meaning of politics (Henn, Weinstein, and Wring, 2002). 

Whereas in surveys the researcher sets the parameters and defines the concepts based 

on an assumption of what citizens think, in focus groups participants can decide which 

themes are most relevant and describe them in their own words. 

 

Finally, the interaction between participants in a focus group demonstrates that citizens’ 

attitudes are not black or white, but layered, ambivalent, and loosely formed. “Citizens 

have the capacity to view politics in both optimistic and pessimistic terms, for example, 

they are able to rail against the perceived failure of democratic politics while at the 

same time possessing a more nuanced understanding of the nature and limits of 

representative democracy” (Stoker and Hay, 2017: 5). In our British focus groups 

participants said that politicians are out-of-touch but also that ordinary citizens cannot 

be trusted to govern. In our Swiss focus groups participants said that referendums and 

initiatives were a privilege, but also that these instruments could also be used 

perversely. For a more elaborate discussion of the advantages of using focus groups to 

study political talk see Saunders and Klandermans (2019). 

 

Research Design 
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The focus groups were conducted within the framework of a cross-national comparative 

research project on political participation called POLPART (Saunders and 

Klandermans, 2019). The British ones were held in London between 19 and 25 October 

2015 and the Swiss ones were held in Zurich between 13 and 19 November 2015. 

Participants in both countries were recruited by social and market research companies 

(Perspective Research Services and GFS Zurich) with respondent pools and received a 

25 pound/franc voucher as a token of appreciation. 

 

Previous research has emphasized the importance of social homogeneity within focus 

groups, in other words, that participants must have some characteristics in common in 

order for them to communicate effectively (Van Bezouw et al., 2019). Therefore, 

although our participants were strangers, we placed them in groups with others from a 

similar age range and education level. In each country we formed eight mutually 

exclusive groups based on a cross-section of four age categories (18-25; 26-40; 41-60; 

61+) and two education levels (lower educated and higher educated). Higher Educated 

(HE) was defined as being enrolled in (for the 18-25 age group) or having obtained a 

university degree). Within the groups we ensured a balance of male and female 

participants and a diversity of political views (by using a pre-screening questionnaire 

with an item on Left-Right Self-Placement to select participants). The average number 

of participants per group was 6.5 in Britain and 5 in Switzerland. 
 

Whereas the Swiss focus groups were moderated by a professional from the recruitment 

company, the British focus groups were moderated by a member of the research team. 

The moderators were instructed to adopt a non-interventionist approach, i.e. sticking to 

the questions on the interview guide and only intervening when the discussion veered 

off topic. Such an approach provides participants with the freedom to discuss salient 

themes (as opposed to only discussing what the researcher finds relevant) and avoids a 

‘teacher-pupil’ dynamic where participants respond to the moderator instead of reacting 

to each other (Van Bezouw et al., 2019). The interview guide consisted of six questions: 

1) what is the first word that comes to mind when you think about politics?; 2) which 

five issues are the most important in our society?; 3) what can people do about these 

issues?; 4) why do you think some people do not participate in politics; 5 ) which 

institutions listen to citizens/can do the most for citizens; 6) and what do you think 

about moving towards a system where ordinary citizens instead of politicians take 

important political decisions? In Switzerland the last question was adapted so that 

participants were asked about giving citizens more opportunities to take political 

decisions.  

 

The focus group discussions were recorded and transcribed using fictitious first names 

to ensure the anonymity of participants. We used a mixed deductive and inductive 

approach to analysing the data. In a first round, we deductively coded themes relevant 

to our research questions, for example, “discussions about politicians” or “the pros and 

cons of direct decision-making”. In a second round, we inductively coded statements, 

arguments, and descriptions falling within the themes identified in the first round of 

coding, for example, “politicians only come around at election time” or “citizens are 

self-interested and therefore cannot be trusted”.  

 

The data we present reflect what Calder refers to as inter-subjectivity: “common-sense 

conceptions and ordinary explanations shared by a set of social actors” (quoted in 
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Stanley, 2016, p. 237). Focus groups cannot be representative of the general population. 

However, conducting several groups among different subsets of the population 

provides an insight into the shared norms, values, and meanings of the wider society to 

the extent that the same things are expressed by different subsets (Knodel, 1995). 

Therefore, we only present statements, arguments, and descriptions that emerged across 

several groups within each country (and single out any disagreements or minority 

views), in hope of revealing elements of a national political culture. 

 

Citizens’ Talk About Their Political System 

 

Great Britain 

 

Daniel (38, LE, painter/decorator): 

I think I’ve got a big problem with politics…I think the whole system is 

screwed”. 

 

Illustrating claims of an entrenched mood of ‘anti-politics’ (Allen and Birch, 2015), the 

British focus group discussions were overshadowed by ill feelings towards government, 

politicians, and politics more generally. Participants’ negativity can be structured into 

three major themes, which emerged in almost all focus group discussions. Firstly, 

politicians were perceived as “out-of-touch” with ordinary citizens. All politicians, 

even those representing Labour, were described as “coming from proper upper-class 

backgrounds”, “having attended the best schools in the country”, “not knowing what 

it’s like to have a real job”, and “not having to live and suffer as we do”. Corruption 

among politicians was brought up in relation to 2009 Expenses Scandal, which 

participants felt was proof that “Westminster is a law unto itself” (a popular phrase in 

the focus groups) as little was done to check the power of MPs. 

 

John (68, LE, hairdresser): 

I think that people haven’t got any respect left for politicians after the scandals 

that we’ve seen. 

Lucy (71, LE, retired): 

 No 

John: 

With their snouts in the trough.  

Tom (64, LE, taxi driver): 

That’s right and they didn’t even get prosecuted. It’s one law for them and one 

law for us.  

John: 

About two got prosecuted, I think. 

Tom: 

Precisely. 

Lucy:  

Disgraceful. 

 

However, participants expressed some affinity for representatives who “seemed more 

real” or “more relatable” even if they did not agree with their politics. In particular, 

Boris Johnson who “is always cycling through the park and encountering normal 

people”, Jeremy Corbyn who “doesn’t fit the mould because he never wears a tie”, and 
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Nigel Farage “who is foul-mouthed and chain-smokes which resonates with a lot of 

voters”.  

 

The distance between citizens and politicians is not only descriptive but also physical. 

There was a common feeling that politicians seldom interact with citizens, only making 

themselves visible during election time. “Politicians should stay closer to their 

community and show voters that once they are in power you can always be in touch 

with them” for example by setting up a stand in a shopping centre or organizing summer 

parties (26-40 HE). Some participants were more positive about local representatives 

or councillors, claiming they had either written to a local official or visited a 

constituency surgery and obtained results: “I’ll tell you who are good though, local 

politicians. If you get involved with them and go to their surgeries they can do a lot. I 

think people don’t know that. You’ve all got local politicians” (26-40 LE). 

 

In addition to politicians being “out of touch” (or:  too distant), “U-turns” or “breaking 

promises” seemed to be the second most important source of dissatisfaction with 

politics (and a common reason for disengagement): “[political parties] say one thing 

when they’re being elected but the minute after they do something totally different” 

(41-60 LE). Recent examples of the Conservatives breaking their promise not to cut tax 

credits and the Liberal Democrats agreeing to an increase in tuition fees despite 

campaigning for the abolition of fees were provided in several groups. Participants felt 

that mechanisms for holding political parties accountable in this respect were lacking: 

“we vote for them based on their manifesto and it should be law that they stick to their 

manifesto, except in times of war”. 

 

Jo (45, HE, writer): 

The election before last I voted Liberal and then of course look what happened 

[in reference to their “u-turn” on tuition fees]…and then I just felt this horrible 

sense of disillusionment, I thought god, I voted Liberal, and they went in with the 

enemy! And I thought that was enough to really… I’m surprised that didn’t stop 

me voting again. 

 

Finally, participants were disillusioned by the poor quality of political debates 

characterised by excessive mudslinging: “[Politicians] make you vote for them not 

based on why they are good but on the reasons why the opponent is bad” (18-25 LE). 

This image is fuelled by televised debates such as Prime Minister’s Questions, which 

was described as a “pantomime”, “slanging match”, “popularity contest”, and “a lot of 

people shouting at each other”. On the other hand, participants in several groups were 

positive about Corbyn’s communication style, which contrasts with that of other 

candidates and consists of a more civil tone (“just nice politics” as referred to by Corbyn 

and the participants) as well as questions sourced directly from the public:  

 

Ruth (50, LE, video editor): 

[…] I do think that Jeremy Corbyn made a really smart thing – not that I follow 

his politics – how he tried to change the tone when he did his first Commons. 

I think he did brilliantly, when he came in and said ‘oh, Maria from so-and-

so’ [referring to when Corbyn asks questions from ordinary citizens]. Ordinary 

person. I thought that was quite a smart move to have done. It’s a pantomime 

that goes on. It doesn't work for me at all. I don’t see any debating going on at 

all. I hate it. 
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Participants in Britain seemed to share an image of Britons as apathetic and disengaged, 

which emerged even before the question on why citizens are not active in politics was 

asked. They expressed concerns about low voter turnout (30-40% was commonly cited) 

which meant that “we haven’t really got a government that’s reflecting the entirety of 

society” (41-60 HE). Common arguments were that “the parties are all the same”, 

“nothing really changes, just different suits”, and “my small opinion won’t make a 

difference”. Elections were often described as “fixed” which seemed to be related to 

the country’s first-past-the-post single-member district system whereby the 

constituency goes to the candidate with the most votes meaning that party support and 

geography are correlated: 

 

John (60, HE, IT consultant):    

I was born and bought up in a very strong Labour constituency. I didn’t want 

to vote Labour the first time I was old enough to vote, so I didn’t vote cause I 

knew the incumbent MP there had been the MP for twenty something years. 

He was going to get re-elected, so I didn’t bother voting. 

 

Despite their negativity towards politics, participants still felt that Britain’s democracy 

was of a high standard in comparison to other countries, which echoes previous research 

suggesting that citizens in advanced democracies are critical of political actors 

(government, parties, and politicians) but continue to express support for the political 

system (Norris, 1999). Some claimed that the quality of life was generally better in 

Britain, often in comparison to the US, potentially explaining why citizens are not very 

active in politics. However, the growing inequality between citizens and the 

deterioration of public services, particularly the NHS, were subject of debate in almost 

all focus groups: “In other countries they really help their citizens in getting their first 

house, things like that, even paying tuition fees, they really help them whereas this 

country just leaves you to it” (18-25 HE). 

 

Switzerland 

 

Elena (19, HE, student): 

Obviously it is not perfect, but our democracy is a great luxury. 

 

Swiss participants described their political system as a “luxury” and a “privilege”, 

especially in comparison to other democracies. “Democracy works in Switzerland”  and 

“the fact that there are possibilities for people to get involved is a positive aspect of our 

political system” (26-40 LE). There was even a sense that citizens are important 

political actors:  

 

Leon (57, LE, cook): 

It’s quite simple: we govern. When someone asks me who is the head of state 

in our country, I can simply say it’s me. When there are important questions, 

the people are consulted and that is only the case in Switzerland. 

 

It is important to note that while participants in Britain mostly talked about politicians, 

political parties, and government, in Switzerland the discussion concerned the use of 

referendums and initiatives to an equal if not greater extent than the performance of 

politicians or the Federal Council (government). The Swiss were appreciative of the 
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political rights afforded to them, but also raised concerns about the functioning of 

democracy, namely that the growing number of initiatives is not only overwhelming 

for citizens but also slows down the legislative process. Participants in the lower 

education groups (26-40, 41-60, 61+) criticized the proliferation of counter-initiatives 

with reference to attempts by opposition parties to challenge the recently approved 

initiative against mass immigration: “When something has been voted on then we 

should do it that way and not go back and forth. When the outcome doesn’t suit a party, 

then somehow we have to vote on it again!” (26-40 LE). Among higher educated 

participants there was a recognition that while initiatives are a good instrument, they 

contribute to congestion in the legal system especially as citizens are able to propose 

rather “questionable” legislation [in reference to the SVP’s initiatives]. 

 

Julian (43, HE, electricity manager): 

So at the moment we have this flood of initiatives. And then there’s also the 

discussion of whether we can legally implement those initiatives at all if they are 

approved. I also think it’s a good instrument. But it has a certain…how can I say 

this? Once again, people have voted on initiatives which after three to four years 

were not implemented. 

Moderator:  

 That’s the legislative process. 

Julian:  

Yes, exactly. Then they [most likely in reference to the SVP] are slowing it down. 

And in the end it still requires another vote. 

Sophia (59, HE, homeopath): 

 I also think it’s a good instrument. But there’s also the question of whether it’s 

right that people can start an initiative for any piece of crap. Now there’s the 

example of the SVP initiative. That the first one [mass immigration initiative] 

hasn’t even been implemented yet and… 

Nico (54, HE self-employed):  

and now the Enforcement Initiative [new initiative launched by the SVP calling 

for the deportation of foreigners accused of certain crimes]. 

Sophia: 

Exactly, and I think that’s causing enormous pressure. And on the one hand, the 

legal mill runs slowly. On the other hand, people must protect themselves. It’s a 

bit complicated. But I still think it’s a good instrument. 

 

As in Britain, low voter turnout, especially among the youth, was presented as a 

problem in almost all focus groups: “We have a democracy that could make a difference 

but we’re not doing it” (61+ LE). However, divisions emerged between participants 

arguing that all citizens should vote regardless of whether their opinion is “wrong or 

right” and those who felt that making an “informed decision” is more important, 

therefore one cannot expect citizens to vote on all ballot measures. “I think just going 

to the ballot box is not enough, you should also get interested in the topic first” (41-60 

HE). Unlike in Britain where futility and a lack of alternatives were commonly 

mentioned as contributing to low voter turnout, in Switzerland the main reason was that 

citizens are “overwhelmed” by the great number of initiatives and the complexity of 

voting materials: 

 

David (22, HE, student):  
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I see a problem in this flood that we have. That we are asked to vote so much and 

often on topics we don’t know anything about. And the initiative text is also 

written so ambiguously that we don’t even know anymore what “yes” and what 

“no” means. And I think that also discourages a lot of people from voting. That’s 

why many people don’t vote at all anymore, because it takes so much effort to 

even find out what I’m voting on. 

 

While there was evidence of dissatisfaction with politics, i.e. with politicians and the 

Federal Council, the Swiss focus group discussions were considerably less cynical than 

the British ones, with the exception of the lower educated participants older than 61 

years. In comparison to other groups there were strong elements of Euroscepticism and 

xenophobia and a majority of participants (three out of five) had voted for the SVP. The 

Federal Council was criticized for failing to defend national interests in its negotiations 

with the EU and for not delivering on the mass immigration initiative, which they felt 

was being ignored. 

 

Chiara (62, LE, retired): 

Well, I find a stronger Federal Council extremely important. With more of a 

backbone. 

Moderator: 

Is this important to everyone? [general approval] 

Gabriel (61, LE, web publisher): 

Yes that they do what we tell them to do. 

Chiara: 

Exactly, because they don’t do it. The vote on mass immigration is an example 

because it was said that only so many foreigners could be employed. Well, I find 

the Federal Council very weak 

Rafael (63, LE, retired): 

We’ve never had Federal Councilors as weak as we have now.   

 

The focus group discussions revealed important differences between Britain and 

Switzerland with regards to the relationship between citizens and politicians. Whereas 

in Britain participants extensively discussed the qualities of specific politicians e.g. 

Farage, Corbyn, Cameron, Miliband, and Thatcher, in Switzerland specific politicians 

were rarely mentioned. Swiss participants confessed to knowing very little about 

individual candidates and voting along party lines instead. Some argued that elections 

are less important than referendums: “Well, I don’t think it’s necessary to choose 

people. I think it’s more about issues than people. Besides, there are too many 

politicians to who earn too much and do very little. That’s my opinion” (26-40 HE). 

Politicians were perceived as being less important in Switzerland than in other 

democracies, such as the US, where “they usually choose someone who seems likeable, 

presents well, and is rhetorically gifted.” (18-25 HE). 

 

Leon (57, LE, cook):  

I have heard that in other models of democracy, there is a Member of Parliament 

with whom citizens can speak to directly. I cannot imagine that with a member 

of the National Council, that I could give one of them a mandate to represent my 

interests, because they are actually all strangers to me, that have nothing to do 

with me. 
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Furthermore, while there were complaints about unresponsive elites in the Swiss focus 

group discussions, these were less pronounced than in Britain. The main critique was 

that politicians, particularly Federal Councilors, are “out of touch with reality”. For 

example, politicians are all wealthy lawyers and represent business interests more than 

working class interests (again from the most critical group of lower educated 

participants older than 61 years). Demonstrating ambivalence in political views, 

participants from the same group argued that Swiss politicians, especially those from 

the SVP, are closer to the people than in other democracies: “It’s probably only in 

Switzerland that top politicians sit at the table with us and you can talk and discuss with 

them [in reference to a specific event held by the SVP]”. In other groups, the argument 

that Swiss politicians are closer to the people was supported by the militia parliament 

whereby politicians perform part-time public functions alongside their professional 

career, meaning that they are able to keep one foot in the “real world”: 

 

Lara (21, HE, student/sales assistant): 

Well, I think what certainly is important is that you ensure that politicians can 

relate to everyday life. And as you mentioned [pointing to the participant who 

previously mentioned that politicians in Switzerland work part-time], that 

politicians are also citizens themselves and not just civil servants, as is the case 

in Germany where they take part in a few meetings but don’t show up anymore 

because they are paid anyway. 

 

However, in some groups the counter-argument that because parliament is semi-

professional there are “too many doctors, too many lawyers, and not enough 

representation of broader interests” was also voiced (41-60 HE). 

 

Citizens’ Talk about Participatory Decision-Making 

Great Britain 

The idea of moving towards a more participatory model of democracy where citizens 

take important political decisions was met with resistance. At first many participants 

were outright negative, describing the idea as “unworkable”, “disorderly”, “chaotic”, 

and “anarchical”. However, the wording may have been confusing as it seems that some 

participants interpreted the question as suggesting that citizens would replace 

politicians altogether. In some groups participants struggled to image how such a model 

of democracy would be implemented: “from a practical point of view I don’t see how 

it would work”. The idea of voting on topics was discussed but often in rather abstract 

terms, without referring specifically to referendums: “Yeah, but how are we dealing 

with this, with the people voting? Are we doing that anonymous vote or are we having 

like mad debates?” (18-25 HE) In the two groups that specifically discussed 

referendums, only a few participants were favorable towards the idea: 

 

Clare (61, LE, seamstress):  

I think what we bring quite a lot to the whole discussion is that we don’t get a 

choice in what we actually want and we’ve talked about that quite a lot haven’t 

we? That we don’t actually get a choice because we don’t get the referendums, 

we don’t get the choices.  
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Several arguments against citizens taking political decisions were repeated: ordinary 

citizens are not knowledgeable enough; citizens are selfish and short-sighted (compared 

to politicians who look out for the general public/nation’s interests); very few people 

would participate because turnout in elections is so low; and it would attract individuals 

with more extreme political views. In conclusion some groups rejected a more 

participatory model arguing that it was neither feasible nor desirable, whereas others 

reluctantly accepted the idea but usually with strong differences of opinion between 

participants. Although they were very critical of politicians, participants did not trust 

ordinary citizens either:  

 

Izzy (21, HE, student):   

We did all start off criticizing the politicians but we concluded that at the end of 

the day we need them to make the final decisions because it would be chaos if we 

left it to ourselves. 

 

Switzerland 

 

In Switzerland the question was adapted so that participants were asked whether 

citizens should have more opportunities to take important political decisions. The 

general consensus in most groups was that referendums and initiatives currently 

provide plenty of opportunities to influence politics and that citizens already have many 

decisions to take. 

 

Elias (41, LE, farmer):  

I find that in Switzerland, with the referendum, the initiative, people have more 

than enough instruments with which they can take action. I mean with petitions 

and all these things, we have more than enough instruments and you can also take 

action against those at the top. I think that everyone that has the time and chance 

to do so should take initiative but most of the time it is the parties because it’s an 

issue of having enough time and financial resources. 

 

Andreas’ claim that launching an initiative requires resources, particularly financial 

resources, that are not available to all parties was echoed in other groups. For example, 

in relation to a recent discussion in the media about the SVP buying significant 

promotional space in a widely read newspaper called 20minutes. In response to this a 

26-year-old crowdfunded a “counter-advertisement” in the same newspaper to 

stimulate a nationwide debate about party financing.  

 

Zoe (26, HE, psychologist): 

The parties are present in very different ways and I think that’s a problem too. 

You hear a lot about one party in particular, namely the SVP, because it has very 

different financial resources than, for example, the SP [socialist party]. The SVP 

is strongly present everywhere and you receive little information from the other 

parties. There was this one student who bought the front page of the 20minutes, 

with 10,000 supporters, to show that you can easily buy political influence 

through media.  

 

The main reasons against expanding decision-making opportunities were that this 

would further depress turnout as many citizens are currently not involved; decisions 

take several years to implement and the system is overburdened; and many ballot 
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measures are difficult to understand. As in Britain, participants expressed concerns 

about citizens not being knowledgeable enough (although politicians were perceived as 

knowledgeable unlike in Britain) and about direct democracy falling prey to extremist 

tendencies, with reference to the 2014 mass immigration initiative restricting 

immigration from neighboring countries. In addition, concerns were raised about the 

vulnerability of citizens to manipulation, particularly when they don’t understand the 

issues at stake: “If citizens are so overwhelmed then one day someone will come along 

and say ‘I’ll decide for you. I’ll explain it to you very simply’. And then we end up with 

a pied piper” (41-60 HE). Nonetheless, participants expressed strong support for direct 

democracy and the idea handing more responsibility over to politicians was absent from 

the discussions. 

Citizens’ Demands for Improving Politics 

 

Great Britain 

 

Participants emphasized that politics should be made more accessible, particularly with 

regards to language. However, they referred to political speeches, party manifestos, or 

politics in general, whereas in Switzerland this argument was usually made in reference 

to ballot measures. In some of the lower educated groups, politics was described as “not 

for me”, “out of my depth”, “not in my peripheral vision”, and “something for 

academics, not for us normal people” (26-40 LE; 61+ LE). Both lower and higher 

educated participants agreed that politics should be presented in “simplified terms” or 

“layman’s terms”, recognizing that the popularity of leaders such as Farage and Corbyn 

stems from their ability to present politics in ways that citizens can relate to it. 

 

Lou (37, HE, business consultant):  

I think that they should make things more accessible and present it in more 

layman terms because the manifestos are very long. For example, the language 

and how it’s written. Some people read it and would not get what points are being 

made. Another thing as well, you talked about your mum voting UKIP. The trust 

element, having a politician that comes out and speaks differently to the rest. 

Another thing I hear from people on why they don’t engage is because they switch 

off so quickly once they hear them speaking. 

The youth were generally perceived as apathetic, therefore there was a common plea 

for politics to be more integrated into the school curriculum. Participants seemed 

uncertain of whether British students received citizenship classes and at what ages this 

was taught (maybe because citizenship was only as a required as a subject in the English 

National Curriculum from in 2001). Ideas for encouraging students to be more involved 

were suggested, such as holding student council elections or having students do 

charitable works. Within the theme of educating citizens about politics, two objectives 

were emphasized. The first was that citizens need to know how politics affects them 

personally, as many participants claimed that citizens were not engaged because they 

cannot see how it affects them: “A lot of people don’t vote because it doesn’t affect 

them. I only started getting interested when I had children and obviously the benefits 

side [in reference to a discussion about the government cutting tax credits]” (26-40 LE). 

The second was that students should be encouraged to discuss politics instead of only 

being drilled with facts about the political system. Related to the latter objective was 

the claim that in Britain political preferences are too often perceived as “private”, 
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“taboo”, or “scary to discuss”:  “When it comes to voting they’re not telling kids in 

school that you can have a political debate, but that it’s a private act, you know, whether 

you vote Labour or Liberal Democrat, or whatever”. (41-60 HE) 

In addition to making politics more accessible and educating citizens, participants 

proposed a range of ideas for reforming the political system, as opposed to enabling 

citizens to take important political decisions. introducing a more participatory model of 

democracy. For example, switching from a one-party government to a coalition: the 

government should be more inclusive or representative in the sense that it is composed 

of several parties rather than one: “I don’t want Conservatives to be in, but I have to 

run by their rule for the next however many years. So I think it should be made more 

open, rather than just sticking with one party” (18-25 LE). Compulsory voting and 

online voting were suggested, however concerns about hacking and the undemocratic 

nature of forcing people to vote were also raised. In several groups participants 

demanded an elected House of Lords (or its abolition). A system of proportional 

representation was proposed as a solution to low voter turnout. 

 

Daphne (53, LE, administrator):  

I think people don’t vote because we don’t have proportional representation in 

this country. I know they have it in other European countries and some people 

think what’s the point in voting because my borough or my constituency is only 

ever going to be one way or the other so I think that’s apathy because they already 

know the decision or they think they know the outcome before they started. That’s 

why and I think its potentially the voting system needs to change so people’s vote 

does count. 

 

Participants also hinted at the need for territorial decentralization. For example, 

“starting small, starting local” emerged as an important theme in response to the 

question about what citizens can do to influence politics. The general perception was 

that it’s easier to mobilize around local issues, local governments are more responsive 

(as many participants recalled having successfully contacted a local official), and the 

outcomes are more tangible than at the national level. In response to the final question, 

it was suggested that more power should be given to local politicians because they are 

less “out-of-touch” and that the government should prioritize community engagement: 

 

Dale (60, HE, retired): 

I think the last question, citizens not politicians taking decisions, is unworkable. 

What the government should be doing is making politics more interesting and 

engaging people through communities and local meetings and listening to people 

at the grassroots level. 

 

Most importantly, however, there need to be more mechanisms for holding politicians 

accountable, especially when they break their promises, and there should be more 

transparency around the decision-making process i.e. who is taking the decisions and 

based on what information, but not that citizens should decide. “It’s just about seeing 

everything that’s kept hidden and kept secretive. We don’t really know what’s going 

on but if we saw there were a few people making the decisions it might make all the 

difference” (18-25 HE). 

 

Switzerland 
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Whereas British participants proposed ideas for reforming the political system, Swiss 

participants seemed generally satisfied with their political institutions (except the 

Federal Council in one or two groups) and instruments. Instead, the solutions revolved 

around making direct democracy more user friendly, especially with regards to the 

voting materials, and less overburdening for citizens. In addition to being overwhelmed 

by a “flood of initiatives”, citizens are confronted with complicated voting procedures. 

Both lower and higher educated participants complained that the booklet containing 

information about the proposed legislation is written in a legal jargon with terms that 

are vaguely defined, making it impossible to arrive at a “yes” or “no” without 

dedicating a considerable amount of time.  

 

Jan (63, LE, retired):  

The main problem is that we have too many lawyers. I think that over 60% of 

people don't even know what's on the scrap of paper. I always say that a voting 

slip should be fool proof so that even the farmhand in the stable knows what he 

has to tick. I'm already having trouble understanding this. 

 

Several solutions were proposed: developing online tools such as easyvote, enabling 

citizens to identify which outcomes most accurately reflect their political views; using 

youtube videos or television shows to explain the pros and cons of a referendum in a 

more accessible language; opening a hotline for information about the voting 

procedures (as the SVP once had); introducing electronic voting systems as was done 

in the cantons of Geneva and Neuchatel (although participants raised concerns about 

voter fraud); and encouraging teachers to discuss each and every referendum with their 

students.  

 

Related to the need for a better understanding of politics, participants in several groups 

urged more public discussion of political issues. It was argued that exchanging ideas is 

more interesting than reading through the booklet and that conversation leads to 

improved relations between citizens with opposing viewpoints: “I think if we were 

more in conversation with each other, then we would also become more trusting” (61+ 

HE). The emphasis was on encouraging an informal exchange between ordinary 

citizens as opposed to a panel discussion where “politicians stand before you spreading 

propaganda”: 

 

Eliza (39, LE, nurse): 

I think discussion forums should be done more often, especially for people 

who do not understand politics, because the more you discuss it, the more 

interested you become. 

Moderator:  

and who would organize it? 

Eliza:  

so in a town meeting or a neighborhood committee. Perhaps in a pub? 

Fiona (28, LE, sales assistant):  

Yeah, it starts in a small circle. 

Moderator:  

and then should it be organized by parties at a higher level? 

Fiona:  

not by the parties, but it should be public and not restricted. 
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Moderator:  

yes, but the parties do that publicly too, in panel discussions for example. 

Eliza: 

Yes, but then I think it’s too broad. I think that a smaller circle, like a 

Neighborhood Committee or Stammtisch [regularly held informal group 

meeting] is more familiar and collegial and there you can exchange ideas in a 

different way than with a party. Rather than a politician standing in front of 

you and spreading propaganda while everyone nods a little bit. On a smaller 

scale one can better exchange ideas. 

 

Discussion 

 

Comparisons 

 

Comparing the focus group discussions in both countries revealed that Swiss and 

British citizens have very different understandings of politics. Unsurprisingly, for Brits 

politics is about elections, political parties, and most importantly, politicians and their 

deficiencies. For Swiss politics is more about referendums and initiatives and how 

political institutions respond to these instruments. Whereas in Britain participants 

engaged in lengthy conversations about the qualities of political candidates, often 

focusing on their appearance or communication style, in Switzerland references to 

specific politicians were lacking. Elections were also relatively absent from the 

conservations in Switzerland which is surprising given that the last parliamentary 

elections were held only one month prior to our focus groups. The boost hypothesis 

posits that the reduced costs of obtaining information in direct democratic contexts 

stimulates participation in elections (Freitag and Stadelmann-Steffen, 2010), however 

our Swiss focus group discussions might suggest a comparatively low salience of 

elections in such contexts. Finally, the only political party that was consistently 

mentioned in the discussions was the SVP, which reflects the participants’ claim that 

not all parties are equally visible due to differences in financial resources. Indeed, the 

SVP is more active in direct democratic processes than other political parties (Leeman, 

2015). 

 

The second most striking difference between the two countries is that Brits are 

considerably more cynical about politics than the Swiss, as illustrated by frequent use 

of words like “anger”, “hate”, “disgust”, and “embarrassment”. While the discussions 

provide evidence of a “culture of anti-politics”, the question is: how much of the 

negativity is conversational? In other words, to what extent are phrases like “jobs for 

the boys” (referring to cronyism) or “same shit, different arseholes” part of the 

vernacular of British politics? Stoker and Hay (2017) claim that citizens have the ability 

to view politics through both positive and negative frames, but the positive frames were  

missing from our focus group discussions. Would the discussions be different if we had 

asked the participants to reflect on what political parties and politicians have achieved? 

Nonetheless, frequent references to the expenses scandal and the coalition 

government’s u-turn on tax credits and tuition fees suggests that participants’ negativity 

towards politics is largely substantiated. 

 

In comparison, Swiss participants expressed strong satisfaction with their political 

system and its many opportunities for influencing politics. Hardly any participant 

questioned direct democracy and there were no calls for shifting more decision-making 
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responsibilities over to politicians. Unlike in Britain, the arguments that “all parties are 

the same” and “my vote won’t make a difference” did not materialize. However, 

elements of dissatisfaction with politics were far from absent. Participants expressed 

concerns about the unresponsiveness of political elites (mainly federal councilors) to 

citizens’ demands on immigration and European integration and about direct 

democratic processes not being user friendly. As in Britain, politicians were described 

as out-of-touch, but the discussions were more nuanced, with some complaining that 

politicians are all lawyers and businessmen and others claiming that Swiss politicians 

maintain ties to the “real world” by keeping their profession. 

  

There were also some similarities between the discussions in both countries. Firstly, 

participation in politics was mostly understood as voting (elections in the British 

context and referendums in the Swiss context), which was perceived as the most 

effective way of influencing politics: “the only thing we can do is vote”, as was often 

said in the British focus groups. Furthermore, participants in both countries lamented 

the low levels of electoral turnout, particularly among the youth. There was also an 

emphasis on making politics more accessible to citizens, which is maybe not 

unexpected, but still important as politicians, academics, and practioners are not 

sufficiently addressing this problem. 

 

Citizens’ Talk about Participatory Decision-Making 

 

In Britain participants wanted reforms aimed at improving representative politics e.g. 

proportional representation, more mechanisms for holding governments accountable, 

and less secrecy around the decision-making process, but not more participation in 

decision-making, which echoes Stoker and Hay’s findings (2017). However, 

encouraging citizens to be engaged in local politics was a popular idea among 

participants. Indeed, some scholars claim that a revival of local politics in which 

citizens can make a real difference to what happens in their own communities may 

provide a solution to the downward trend in political participation and government 

effectiveness in Britain (Whiteley, 2009:255).  

 

If British participants seemed generally reluctant about the idea of citizens taking 

important political decisions, this might be because ordinary citizens are not familiar 

with direct democratic or deliberative instruments (Allen and Birch, 2015) or because 

such instruments have had limited influence on local or national policymaking in 

Britain (except of course the Brexit Referendum, which was conducted after the focus 

groups) (Davidson and Elstub, 2013: 13). As evidence of unfamiliarity: participants 

had difficulties imaging how citizens could take political decisions, the 2014 Scottish 

Referendum was brought up only once or twice across eight groups, and the 2011 

Alternative Vote Referendum in which 70% of voters turned down electoral reforms 

was not mentioned at all. On the other hand, the wording of our question on 

participatory decision-making, taken from Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s Stealth 

Democracy, was maybe not specific enough for British participants to understand. We 

could have provided examples of referendums or town-hall meetings. Another 

consideration would have been to remove “instead of politicians” from the wording as 

some participants interpreted it as meaning there would no longer be politicians. 

 

Political scientists studying Switzerland and the US have raised concerns about voters 

being overstrained by an increasing number of direct democratic ballot measures. In a 
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recent study, Stutzer, Baltensperger, and Meier (2019) conclude that there is little 

reason to worry about an overly intensive direct democratic process in Switzerland: 

increases in the number of federal and cantonal proposals are not associated with more 

citizens abstaining from elections, opting for the status quo (voting “no”), or following 

the recommendations of radical parties (SVP and SP). Instead, increases in the number 

of proposals are positively related to citizens’ perceived influence over politics and 

their satisfaction with democracy. Our focus group discussions suggest that these 

indicators of overstrain are maybe are not enough to account for citizens’ frustrations 

with the direct democratic process. Participants from all age groups and education 

levels claimed to be overwhelmed by the “flood of initiatives” and complicated voting 

materials, one of the most common themes emerging from the discussions.  

 

A flood of initiatives may have serious consequences for democracy. Firstly, because 

more proposals on the ballot means less time for citizens to inform themselves about 

each and every proposal, as frequently expressed in the discussions. Despite their claim 

that Swiss voters are not overstrained, Stutzer et al. (2019) provide evidence that 

increases in the number of federal and cantonal proposals are associated with lower 

levels of knowledge about the content of the proposals. Second, overburdened voters 

may be more inclined to follow the recommendations of radical parties relying on 

simpler, more vigorous arguments than center parties. “You are more likely to be 

influenced when you don’t understand” was a common argument from the focus group 

discussions (although this idea was not supported by Stutzer et al. quantitative study) 

Finally, while there are many claims that public policy is closer to citizens’ preferences 

in direct democratic contexts (Matsusaka, 2018), few studies have investigated whether 

increases in the number of proposals are associated with longer periods of 

implementation. The Swiss focus group discussions suggest that this is worth 

investigating, as many participants felt that “the flood of initiatives was slowing down 

the legal mill”. 

 

Serdült (2014) proposes to raise the signature requirements for initiatives in order to 

“turn down the heat” in the direct democratic process. Another solution we propose, 

based on the focus group discussions, would be to find ways of spreading the use of 

direct democracy more evenly among political parties. For example, by regulating the 

amount of money that can be spent on initiative campaigns. Reformers might also think 

about ways of limiting the possibilities for counter-initiatives which participants often 

complained about. Nonetheless, it must be emphasized that despite being overwhelmed 

participants continue to express support for direct democratic instruments, which might 

explain why Stutzer and colleagues (2019) find that increases in number of ballot 

proposals are not associated with lower levels of satisfaction with democracy or 

perceived efficacy. 

 

Future Research 

 

Comparing focus group discussions across several countries is challenging within the 

scope of one paper. We picked Switzerland and Britain because they are both Western 

European democracies but with very different political institutions and opportunities 

for influencing politics. It might be interesting to compare these focus groups to 

discussions in the Netherlands, which is a typical consensus democracy with limited 

direct democratic experience (at least until the 2016 and 2018 citizens’ initiatives) or 

in Ireland, which preserves some elements of the “Westminster Model” but has 
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considerable experience with referendums. Are the Dutch as cynical about politics as 

the Brits? Are the Irish as appreciative of direct democratic rights as the Swiss? 

 

The British focus group discussions also bear evidence to the role of media in 

influencing citizens’ talk about politics. For example, the common perception of 

politics as a “slanging match” was derived from televised debates such as Prime 

Minister’s Questions (but also echoes studies claiming a poor quality of elite 

deliberation in Britain compared to other established democracies, see Steiner et al., 

2004). Or, perceptions of Jeremy Corbyn as “closer to the people” were based on a 

news item about the politician’s decision to visit families in Tower Hamlets (London 

Borough with the highest poverty rate) instead of meeting the Queen (participants 

referred explicitly to such news items). Future research might look into citizens’ talk 

about the media in Britain, as participants in our focus groups were overwhelmingly 

critical of both tabloid and broadsheet newspapers, and even the BBC.  

 

Finally, it would be interesting to repeat the focus groups in Britain after the Brexit 

referendum to see how citizens’ ideas about participatory decision-making have 

evolved. In general our findings suggest that political reformers may struggle to 

convince ordinary citizens of the value of including the general public in political 

decisions. This is probably even more true after the Brexit Referendum which has 

resulted in considerable deadlock in government. 
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