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Executive Summary 

 

Key Picture: The Long Tail of 2008: UK Income Stagnation 

 

Source: ResolutionFoundation 

⦠ The 2026 local and devolved elections produced the most fragmented results in modern British political 
history.  

⦠	 Reform UK gained 1,452 council seats, Labour lost 1,498 and 38 councils, the Greens won their first 
metropolitan mayoralties, and a century of Welsh Labour dominance ended in a single night. 

⦠ First-past-the-post can no longer convert vote shares into stable majorities. Under five-party 
competition, small national swings now produce divergent seat distributions, rendering the 2029 general 
election psephologically uncertain. 

⦠ The leadership contest under way will not resolve Labour's predicament. The dual-flank electoral 
squeeze is structural, not simply a matter of personnel. 

⦠	 The conventional explanations for fragmentation describe the surface. The structural cause is seventeen 
years of productivity stagnation since 2008. 

⦠	 What is absent across British politics is, however, twofold: a credible economic plan to reverse seventeen 
years of stagnation, and a convening positive vision – economic, civic, and geopolitical –  capable of holding 
the country together while answers are developed.  

⦠	 Until both emerge, populist scapegoat politics will remain the only vocabulary with genuine political 
salience. 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/charting-the-uks-lost-decade-of-income-growth/
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Introduction  

On 7 May 2026, Britain produced its most fragmented set of electoral results in modern political history. The 
morning after, the picture was clear: Britain has entered a five-party politics for which it has no precedent. 

At the same time, a more sophisticated strand of commentary has begun to look further back, locating the 
present fragmentation in the long economic shadow of the 2008 financial crisis. That diagnosis is correct as far 
as it goes, but it too is incomplete. The 2008 break is itself a symptom of something larger: the exhaustion of the 
post-1979 liberal economic settlement, and the failure of any party in the seventeen years since to articulate a 
credible positive vision of what should replace it. Reform and the Greens offer competing scapegoats; Labour 
and the Conservatives offer variants of managed decline. What is absent is the political vocabulary required to 
define, promote and deliver a post-neoliberal liberalism, both in economic terms and, acutely, beyond them. 

What Happened on 7 May 

The headline numbers compress an extraordinary picture. Across 136 English authorities, Reform UK gained 
1,452 councillor positions and took outright control of fourteen councils. Labour lost 1,498 seats and control of 
38 authorities. The Conservatives lost a further 563 seats in their fifth consecutive electoral retreat.1 The Liberal 
Democrats added 155 seats and the Green Party added 411, the latter winning its first metropolitan mayoralties 
in Hackney and Lewisham.2 

The geography mattered more than the totals. Reform UK consolidated its Leave-voting heartlands as expected, 
but more significantly broke into councils that overlap with the Westminster marginals it would need to flip to 
form a government – Hampshire, West Sussex, Milton Keynes, Bromley, among them. The Greens, conversely, 
captured the urban-progressive flank that Labour has held without contest for two decades. Labour lost overall 
control of every London borough it was defending, with Lambeth and Lewisham passing directly to the Green 
Party under Zack Polanski's leadership.3  

The devolved results compound the picture. In Wales, Plaid Cymru emerged as the largest Senedd party with 43 
seats, Reform UK secured 34, and Welsh Labour collapsed to 9 – the first election since 1922 in which Labour 
was not the largest party in Wales.4  First Minister Eluned Morgan even lost her own seat, forcing her to resign 
as leader. In Scotland, the SNP retained plurality, but Labour failed to advance, tying with Reform UK on 17 seats 
apiece, while the Scottish Greens won their first constituency seat at Holyrood.5 The overall picture is not a 
standard midterm rebuke; it is the first nationwide vote in which the two-party model has visibly stopped 
describing British political reality. 

First-Past-The-Post in a Five-Party Reality 

First-past-the-post (FPTP) was designed for two-party competition. With five parties polling between 9% and 
30%, separated by just over fourteen percentage points in the April polling averages, the system has begun to 
produce outcomes that even its defenders concede are difficult to defend.6 An open letter signed by over fifty 
political scientists in February 2026 warned that the present arrangement enables "results that appear random 
and arbitrary," with disproportionalities "exaggerated to a degree never seen before in our democratic history."7 

The 2026 results bear this out. Reform's 26% vote share converted into roughly 30% of declared seats; Labour's 
21% became control of just 28 councils nationwide. None of these outcomes reflects what political scientists 
would recognise as proportional representation of vote shares.  

This matters for what comes next. The most recent MRP polling from PLMR and Electoral Calculus projects a 
hung parliament in 2029 – Reform on 188 seats, the Conservatives on 159, Labour on 86, with the Greens on 71 
and the Liberal Democrats on 61 – but the same modelling shows these projections shifting wildly on small 
national swings.8 The discipline of FPTP, that of converting a modest plurality into a stable majority, no longer 
holds. 
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Starmer’s Survival 

The political consequence has arrived faster than even Labour's critics expected. By the morning of 14 May, over 
80 Labour MPs had publicly called for the Prime Minister's resignation.9 Catherine West had said she would put 
her name forward if no Cabinet minister moved first. And by mid-afternoon yesterday, the move came. Wes 
Streeting, the Government's Health Secretary, resigned with an explicit indictment of Sir Keir Starmer's 
leadership, stating that "where we need vision, we have a vacuum; where we need direction, we have drift."10 

The mechanics now matter. A formal challenge requires the formal endorsement of eighty-one Labour MPs, and 
Streeting's camp insists the numbers are secured, though assessments of his support across the parliamentary 
party are conflicting.11 At the same time, Andy Burnham, the mayor of Greater Manchester, and his backers are 
pushing the National Executive Committee to extend the contest into September to allow time for him to re-
enter Parliament. Josh Simons has already announced he will stand down from his Makerfield seat to trigger the 
by-election Burnham would need to contest.12 The local election results have plunged Starmer’s leadership into 
peril, with the appointments of Harriet Harman and Gordon Brown as Senior Advisers doing little to instill 
confidence in the PLP and the wider public.   

However, discussions about changing leadership will do little to resolve the underlying problem; the structural 
foundations of the British State continue to fail. Changing leaders changes which flank loses more, but it will not 
change the political arithmetic that produced 7 May. To understand this, we have to look further than the 
leadership contest, the polling charts, or even FPTP itself. 

The Long Tail of 2008 

The conventional answers, Brexit, immigration, Starmer's communications, and Reform's media operation, 
explain the surface but miss the substrate. For that, the most useful document is not a polling chart but an 
economic one. 

In every year since 2008, UK GDP per capita has grown more slowly than its pre-crisis trend. The Institute for 
Fiscal Studies has calculated that, had the pre-2008 trajectory continued, GDP per capita would have reached 
approximately £50,200 by 2024. The actual figure is roughly £10,900 lower per person.13 The London School of 
Economics' analysis of productivity shows that UK output per hour is now 26% below where the pre-2008 path 
would have placed it. This represents the longest period of productivity stagnation since the Victorian era.14  

The political timeline maps onto this almost perfectly. The 2010 election ended Labour's thirteen-year run as 
voters punished the party that had been governing when the break occurred. The 2016 referendum delivered 
Brexit, in significant part by mobilising the regions that the post-2008 stagnation had hit hardest. The 2019 
Conservative landslide and the 2024 Labour one each produced significant majorities followed by 
disappointment within eighteen months, because in both cases they inherited the same productivity arithmetic. 
Voters who blame the system for their stagnation are now looking further afield for someone to blame. 

To Labour's credit, the Starmer government did attempt to articulate a positive answer. The five missions, the 
mission-delivery boards, Great British Energy, and the National Wealth Fund, were all drawn from Mariana 
Mazzucato's mission-economy framework, which Starmer had cited by name.15 The intellectual architecture 
was, in theory, encouraging: an active state shaping markets, an industrial strategy organised around grand 
societal challenges, and public investment as a catalyst for private capital. But the architecture was never 
resourced. The missions survived as rhetoric, but the absence of fiscal commitment left missions hollow. 

Yet even a properly resourced mission-led economic strategy would only be the beginning. The political vacuum 
at the centre of British politics is not solely an economic one. A credible post-neoliberal liberalism would need 
to address an ageing population whose required caregiving will dominate fiscal policy for a generation, an 
international order in which existing multilateral institutions are visibly inadequate to manage compounding 
existential risks, and a domestic civic settlement in which trust in democratic institutions has fallen to historic 
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lows. The economic question is the foundation, but a broader structure must be built upon it that extends well 
beyond it.  

What is required is not necessarily a fully formed blueprint; the architects of the post-1945 order, who built 
Bretton Woods, the United Nations, NATO and the welfare state, did not have one either. What they had was a 
vision compelling enough to convene others around it — to make collective action seem not only possible but 
necessary. The failure of contemporary British politics is not that no party has yet produced the right answer. It 
is that no party has yet articulated a vision capable of holding the country together while the answer is found. 

This matters because the absence of a credible convening vision and a credible economic plan is what creates 
the vacuum that populism fills. Reform offers immigrants and elites as scapegoats; the Greens offer billionaires 
and corporate power. Both are scapegoat politics and both are downstream of a more fundamental failure of 
imagination. The UK has not, since 2008, produced a politically credible liberal account of how it returns to 
prosperity, nor how it convenes the country around the wider questions of the coming decades, and what it will 
take to address them. Until something fills that gap, scapegoats remain the only available political vocabulary 
that is penetrable to voters, and a populist fracturing is all but assured. 
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