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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

	» This report provides unprecedented analysis of political 
donations in the UK over a twenty-one year period. It 
draws on a newly constructed dataset that combines 
the official data on political donations published by 
the Electoral Commission with data from Companies 
House, Wikidata and the Parliamentary API data.

	» Having identified and addressed a number of issues 
with the Electoral Commission data, and augmented it 
with other data sources, the new dataset allows for a 
much more comprehensive picture of donation activity 
than has been possible with the original data.

	» The new dataset allows for greater transparency, and 
provides a basis for future research on the political 
influence of business and wealthy individuals on our 
democratic system.

	» While the analysis focuses particularly on business 
donors, the report considers all donor types, including 
individuals and organisations from across the private 
and third sectors.
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	» Transparency remains a serious issue, particularly in the 
case of individual donors. New regulations should be 
introduced to improve the quality of the official data, 
preventing the duplication of donors in the register and 
allowing citizens, journalists and researchers to readily 
identify individual donors.

 KEY FINDINGS: 

	» Donations closely align with political power. Over 
twenty years, the Conservative Party received over 40% 
of all political donations (totalling over £465 million, 
excluding public funds).

	» Overall, the two major parties remain closely 
associated with business and workers respectively, with 
the Conservative Party receiving the vast majority of 
donations from companies and almost all trade union 
donations going to the Labour Party.

	» There was a decline in donations from companies and 
wealthy individuals to Labour during the years of 
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership, while the 2017 and 2019 
elections saw significant peaks in Tory and Liberal 
Democrat donations, respectively.

	» Donors are overwhelmingly ‘ideological’ rather than 
‘pragmatic’, generally remaining loyal to one political 
party. However, some donor types, notably large 
companies and non-profit organisations, are less 
partisan.
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	» Large companies are more likely to donate compared 
to businesses in general, but still comprise only a small 
proportion (8.8%) of business donations overall. It 
is also notable that the majority (52%) of these big 
business donations come from large private companies 
(often controlled by billionaires), and only 12% from 
public limited companies.

	» Companies provide a higher proportion of non-
cash donations than other donors. This includes the 
secondment of staff, as has been routinely undertaken 
by the ‘Big Four’ accounting firms.

	» The business sector that has donated the most is 
construction and real estate, followed by finance. In the 
case of the former, this broadly reflects the economic 
size of the sector, but in the case of finance the volume 
of donations is even greater than you would expect 
given its size (as measured by GVA).

	» There is a higher concentration of business donors in 
industries that are highly regulated. These donors may 
have a particular interest in engaging with politicians 
in order to influence policy-making that could restrict 
their activities. The five industrial sectors with the 
highest proportion of donor companies are: (1) mining, 
oil and gas, (2) gambling, (3) food and beverages, (4) 
utilities, and (5) finance, investments & insurance. 



INTRODUCTION: 
MONEY IN 

POLITICS



Autonomy Politics For Sale 9

INTRODUCTION:
MONEY IN POLITICS

The reliance of politicians and political parties on donations from businesses 
and wealthy individuals is a well-known problem, and in the UK has been the 
subject of frequent media attention and occasional policy debate. Donations to 
politicians and political parties can serve as a mechanism for improper access 
or influence, with individual donors being granted preferential treatment such 
as the award of a government contract. This sort of patronage, ‘cronyism’ and 
corruption is what has tended to be the focus of journalists, and there have 
been numerous reports over the years alleging that donors have been able to 
influence, or gain access to, UK Government Ministers, or been rewarded with 
appointments to the House of Lords.1

Potentially corrupt relationships of this sort are of course a serious concern. 
But money in politics can have more systemic and subtle effects. Whole 
business sectors may use donations to parties and MPs as part of a broader 
effort to influence policy-making. It was recently reported by the Guardian, 
for example, that the gambling industry had provided around £87,000 to 
MPs in corporate hospitality in 2022, with a spokesperson for the industry 
association commenting on the need to engage with the government review 
into regulation of the industry.2 At a greater level of aggregation, meanwhile, 
we can consider the general impact that a reliance on large donations has on 
democratic systems. If political parties and politicians rely on businesses and the 
wealthy to fund election campaigns, policy research and other costs, then it is 
reasonable to assume that politicians, political strategies and policies aligned 
with these interests will be strengthened compared to those more representative 
of ordinary citizens. In short, the political sphere will have material pressures to 
become more attentive to the interests of businesses and the wealthy. 

1 	 Simon Radford, Andrew Mell and Seth Alexander Thévoz (2020), ‘Lordy Me!’ Can donations 
buy you a British peerage? A study in the link between party political funding and peerage nomina-
tions, 2005–2014’, British Politics 15, pp.135-159.
2 	 Kiran Stacey and Peter Walker, ‘Gambling industry increased spending on MPs tenfold in 
five years, data shows’, Guardian, 6 April 2023. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/socie-
ty/2023/apr/06/gambling-industry-increased-spending-on-mps-tenfold-in-five-years-data-shows 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/apr/06/gambling-industry-increased-spending-on-mps-tenfold-in-five-years-data-shows
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/apr/06/gambling-industry-increased-spending-on-mps-tenfold-in-five-years-data-shows
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This may then give rise to a cycle whereby economic inequalities are reproduced 
in the political system and policies then serve to reproduce or entrench those 
inequalities. Indeed, research has found that contemporary political systems are 
most responsive to the policy preferences of business and the wealthy.3 Political 
donations are one likely source of this ‘bias’.

The problem of money in politics is perhaps most widely recognised in the 
United States, and it is there that research on political donations is most 
advanced. Political campaigns in the US are extraordinarily expensive, and 
corporations spend large sums seeking to influence political candidates and 
representatives. In the UK, the amounts spent on donations to political parties 
are much lower, even taking into account the smaller population. While there 
is no cap on the size of political donations, local and national campaign 
spending is strictly regulated, and there is a ban on paid political advertising on 
broadcast media. These rules help keep the overall level of political donations 
in the UK down. Another factor which has made the UK distinct from the United 
States is the more stringent reporting requirements for corporate donations. In 
the UK, political donations over £5000 have to be approved by a company’s 
shareholders. This has meant that the proportion of donations that come from 
companies in the UK is lower relative to that provided by wealthy individuals 
(who may of course be company executives). As discussed further below, this 
also appears to skew political donations in the UK away from public companies 
and towards private companies. These distinct features make the UK an 
interesting case for international comparisons, and one that has been relatively 
under-researched.4

3 	 Martin Gilens and Benjamin I. Page (2014), ‘Testing theories of American politics: Elites, 
interest groups, and average citizens’, Perspectives on Politics 12(3), pp.564-581. Noam Lupu, 
and Zach Warner (2022), ‘Why are the affluent better represented around the world?’, European 
Journal of Political Research 61(1), pp.67-85. Jan Rosset and Christian Stecker (2019), ‘How well 
are citizens represented by their governments? Issue congruence and inequality in Europe’, Europe-
an Political Science Review 11(2), pp.145-160. Gerald Wright and Elizabeth Rigby (2020), ‘Income 
Inequality and State Parties: Who Gets Represented?’, State Politics & Policy Quarterly 20(4), 
pp.395-415.
4 	 Research has until relatively recently focused on aggregate donations to parties and the 
regulatory environment for political finance. Iain McMenamin (2011), ‘Liberal market economies, 
business, and political finance: Britain under New Labour’, West European Politics 34(5), pp.1021-
1043. For recent work examining business sector donations in the UK see Daniella Acker, Ayan 
Orujov, and Helen Simpson (2018), ‘Political donations and political risk in the UK: Evidence from 
a closely-fought election’, Journal of Banking & Finance 92, pp.146-167 and Iain McMenamin and 
Sam Power (2023), ‘What motivates business to donate to politics? A framework and an empirical 
application’, Int Groups Adv 12, pp.272–296.
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In this report, we present an analysis of political donations data in the UK 
drawing on a new dataset consisting of cleaned and restructured data from 
the Electoral Commission that has been enriched with other data sources. 
The first stage in the research presented here was a social science ‘hackathon’ 
hosted by Aston University in April 2022. This brought together Autonomy data 
scientists with a group of political sociologists to begin work on cleaning and 
restructuring the Electoral Commission data; exploring other available data 
sources; combining the data; and undertaking some initial exploratory analysis. 
Work on the project has then continued alongside other research commitments, 
and is still ongoing. This is the first output from this research team, which will 
form the basis of future research examining the political influence of business, 
business sectors and wealthy individuals. We hope to revise the dataset on 
which this report is based annually when new data is made available, and to 
make it available to other researchers.

In this initial report, we first provide a basic overview of the dataset and how 
it was produced. We then provide some analysis of the data, examining the 
nature and overall pattern of donations, donors and donees over time including 
loyalty and partisanship. We then examine the nature of business donations 
with a specific focus on the mobilisations of particular sectors. We conclude by 
outlining some next steps for research and analysis, and recommendations for 
improving transparency of Electoral Commission data.
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CLEANING AND AUGMENTING 
THE ELECTORAL COMMISSION 

DATA

The UK regulator of election finance, the Electoral Commission, was established 
under the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000. That Act 
banned foreign donations (with the limited exception of overseas trips), and 
required that any cash donation over £500, or any gift, property or service 
provided for that value, must to be recorded by political parties. Larger 
donations, meanwhile, are required under the Act to be reported on a quarterly 
basis to the Electoral Commission, which then publishes an online public register 
(on which this research is based). Up until 2010, any donation to a central 
political party above £5000 had to be reported, while local parties were 
obliged to report any donations in excess of £1,000. In 2010, these thresholds 
were increased to £7500 and £1500 respectively. Smaller donations also have to 
be reported if the total value provided by a donor exceeds these thresholds in a 
calendar year. We can therefore be confident that our analysis here accounts 
for all major donors, although not all the donations parties receive.

There are a number of issues around political transparency and data quality in 
the Electoral Commission register, which we discuss further below. One major 
issue is that the information provided on individuals who donate is extremely 
limited. Only the name of the donor is provided, and the rendering of names 
is inconsistent. For example, the major Conservative Party donor Lord Ashcroft 
appears as ‘Michael Anthony Ashcroft’, ‘Lord Michael A Ashcroft’ and ‘Lord 
na Ashcroft’, and while the Electoral Commission provides donor ID numbers, 
which should group together such name variations, these are not at all reliable. 
The same individual or organisation often appears under multiple donor ID 
numbers, and in some cases donor IDs are associated with more than one 
individual or organisation.
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These are serious problems for political transparency. The data currently 
published by the Electoral Commission does not readily allow citizens to identify 
all donations associated with a donor. In the case of individual donors it is often 
not even possible to verify their identity. Even if reasonable assumptions can 
be made in the case of high-profile individuals providing large sums, without 
any further information being recorded (e.g. a donor’s date of birth) it is 
impossible to be certain. There is a similar issue in the case of certain types of 
organisations appearing in the data, for example unincorporated associations 
or trade unions.

To overcome some of these limitations, we group donor names that are very 
similar and normalise them under one name and ID. To do this, we take a 
fuzzy matching approach, where names are preprocessed and broken down 
into sequences of characters and compared to each other. Names that share 
a high proportion of character sequences are grouped together. In the case of 
individuals, we select the most common name as the normalised name. In the 
case of organisations, we first check to see if there is a name with associated 
Companies House information and use that if it is available, otherwise 
taking the same approach we adopt for individuals. We acknowledge that 
this matching method does have several limitations. While the threshold for 
name similarity is set at a high bar, the algorithm may match names that a 
human would not. There are also entities that are close in name, or indeed 
have identical names, but are in fact distinct. Despite these limitations, we 
are able, particularly in the case of major donors, to generate a much more 
comprehensive picture of donation activity using this method than would be 
possible with the original data.

In the case of donations from companies, and other organisations with 
associated Companies House information, whilst there are some similar issues 
around data quality, in general there is not the same issue around transparency 
since the Electoral Commission register in most cases includes a company 
registration number. This means that, unlike in the case of individuals and some 
types of organisations, we can be certain about the identity of these donors and 
can – making use of this unique identifier – combine the Electoral Commission 
records with other data sources, including the business directory FAME and the 
official UK companies registry Companies Houses. This allows for a systematic 
and more fine-grained analysis of business donations in particular, including by 
industrial sector, company type, company size and location. 

In addition to augmenting the data on donating companies, and improving 
the data quality by grouping donor name and ID numbers, we also categorise 
the individuals and organisations receiving donations (hereafter ‘donees’), and 
augment the dataset with data from Wikidata and the official Parliamentary 
Members API. This means, for example, that we are able to distinguish between 
party funding provided to Government Ministers, Shadow Cabinet Members, 
backbench MPs, constituency branches and central parties.
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OVERVIEW OF DONATIONS, 
DONORS AND DONEES

The original donations data we analyse here was downloaded from the 
Electoral Commission’s online database on 13 March 2023. It contains 69,986 
recorded donations received between 1 January 2001 and 31 December 2022. 
Excluding public funds and donations from political parties, as well as 
donations that have been returned to donors because the donor or donation 
was not permissible, all of which feature in the data, the dataset includes 65,968 
political donations together valued at over £1 billion. While for the reasons 
already mentioned it is not possible to be confident about the numbers of 
unique donors, excluding the aforementioned records we have 27,017 donor ID 
numbers in the dataset.

The vast majority of the registered donations in the data are cash donations, 
although a significant minority are non-monetary. The latter include, for 
example, the secondment of staff and the provision of office space or 
consultancy services. As we shall see, organisations are more likely to provide 
these ‘in kind’ donations than are individuals. A breakdown of the major 
donation types in the dataset is provided in Table 1. 
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DONATION TYPE NUMBER OF 
DONATIONS

Cash 57,616

Public Funds 2,609

Premises 2,523

Staff costs 1,250

Advertising 1,250

Auction prizes 667

Sponsorship 597

Administration services 592

Consultancy services 461

Hospitality 200

Travel 391

Other 1,830

Table 1: Major donation types (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Source: Electoral 
Commission.
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There are a number of different types of donees in the data - that is individuals 
and organisations reporting donations they receive to the Electoral Commission. 
By far the most significant in terms of the volume of donations are the major 
political parties, which in the Electoral Commission data are divided into central 
and local units. The data, however, also include political candidates; various 
public office holders, including Westminster MPs, members of the UK’s devolved 
parliaments and assemblies and local mayors; a large number of smaller 
political parties with no representation at Westminster; associations of party 
members, e.g. the influential 1922 Committee of Conservative MPs, the ‘One 
Nation’ Tory Reform Group, or the Blairite Labour faction, Progressive Britain 
(formerly Progress); official campaign groups in referendums; and registered 
‘third parties’. The latter are individuals or organisations that support or oppose 
a political candidate and have registered with the Electoral Commission, 
meaning they can exceed the £500 per constituency cap on such spending. 
These may be single issue campaigns, or organised party political factions 
supporting candidates, like the left-wing Labour group, Momentum.

The share of registered donations received by political parties closely matches 
their political power at Westminster. The Conservative Party (central party, 
local branches and MPs combined) has received the largest share of registered 
donations by value, making up over 40% of all donations in the data. Labour 
has received slightly less over the whole period, with its registered donations 
amounting to 33% of all donations. The Liberal Democrats, meanwhile, have 
received just under 10% of party political donations, whilst the SNP, which has 
the next largest share, received just 2.1%. The sum of the donations to major 
political parties in the data is displayed in Figure 1. 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Share of Donations (%)

Conservative and Unionist Party

Labour Party

Liberal Democrats

Scottish National Party

Co-operative Party

UK Independence Party

Reform UK

Plaid Cymru

Green Party
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y

Figure 1: Share of total donations received by each political party (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 
2022). Source: Electoral Commission.
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A more detailed breakdown of the party political funding in the dataset is 
provided in Figure 2. Here we separate the party political donations in Figure 1 
into central and local parties, MPs and other donee types

.

C
en

tr
al

 P
ar

ty

Lo
ca

l P
ar

ty

M
P

O
th

er
 E

le
ct

ed
 O

ff
ic

e

Group

C
en

tr
al

 P
ar

ty

Lo
ca

l P
ar

ty

M
P

O
th

er
 E

le
ct

ed
 O

ff
ic

e

Group

C
en

tr
al

 P
ar

ty

Lo
ca

l P
ar

ty

M
P

O
th

er
 E

le
ct

ed
 O

ff
ic

e

Group

0

100

200

300

400

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Conservative and Unionist Party

0

100

200

300

400

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Labour Party

0

20

40

60

80

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Liberal Democrats

0

5

10

15

20

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Scottish National Party

0

5

10

15

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Co-operative Party

0

5

10

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

UK Independence Party

0

5

10

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Reform UK

0

2

4

6

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Plaid Cymru

0

2

4

6

D
on

at
io

ns
 (

£
m

)

Green Party

Figure 2: Major party donations broken down by internal recipients (UK political donations, Jan 2001-
Dec 2022). Source: Electoral Commission.

Turning to the donor types in the data, in Figure 3 we provide a similar 
summary of the categories in the dataset, including a breakdown of company 
types. As can be seen, the single largest category of donors are wealthy 
individuals, followed by trade unions, with public funding also a significant 
component.
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Figure 3: Donor type and total donation amounts (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: 
Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

Each of the categories of donors in Figure 3 are associated with particular 
types of donees. Analysing the major parties and the different categories of 
donors in our data, one of the main patterns of association that stands out is 
the close relationship between the trade unions and the Labour Party. While 
the Lib Dems, Plaid Cymru, the Co-operative Party and the Greens have also 
received funding from unions, 99% of registered party political donations from 
trades (by value) has gone to the Labour Party.

The Conservative Party, as well as UKIP, are conversely most closely associated 
with wealthy individuals and private companies. Labour do receive donations 
from both categories of donors of course, as do other parties, but they make 
up a much smaller proportion of their total donations. Public limited companies, 
and even more so limited liability partnerships, meanwhile, tend to be relatively 
less partisan than private companies, with their donations more spread among 
the Tories, Labour and the Liberal Democrats. We discuss this further below.
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The Labour Party is also closely associated with societies. Many Labour 
donating societies have their roots in the cooperative movement, which has a 
close relationship with Labour, including via the Co-operative Party (featuring 
in Table 3), with which the party has a longstanding electoral pact. This is 
a more mixed donor category than the trade unions though. A number of 
donating societies are local Conservative clubs that provide funding to their 
local party, or Liberal Clubs that have maintained their historic relationship 
with the Liberal Democrats. Another donor type in our data that includes 
some clubs and societies, along with organisations more closely associated with 
political groups, is Unincorporated Associations. Like societies, these tend to be 
more involved in local rather than central political funding, providing support to 
constituency parties and local candidates, for example.

Another major donor category appearing in Figure 3 is ‘Public Fund’, the third 
largest.5 This category of donors and donations includes, for example, the 
so-called ‘Short Money’ provided by Parliament to support the Office of the 
Leader of the Opposition, and to opposition parties more generally relative to 
their seat share in the House of Commons, as well as separate funds to support 
policy development. Because the Conservatives have been in office for the 
majority of our time period, public funding is closely associated with the Labour 
Party, which has been the Official Opposition in these years, but also with the 
smaller opposition parties. The policy development money, for example, makes 
up a significant proportion of funds going to the Greens, who also receive 
a high proportion of their donations from wealthy individuals. The Scottish 
National Party and Plaid Cymru are also closely associated with this public 
funding source, alongside some support from wealthy individuals. The Liberal 
Democrats, meanwhile, are strongly associated with, on the one hand non-profit 
companies, which often also donate to Labour, and on the other trusts, which 
conversely often donate to the Tories. But while the same non-profit companies 
often donate to both the Lib Dems and Labour, individual trusts are loyal to 
particular parties. We discuss donor loyalty and partisanship further below.

5 	 In the original Electoral Commission data the ‘Short Money’ provided by the House of Com-
mons is categorised under the ‘Other’ category, and in our dataset is grouped with the other forms 
of public funding.
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DONATIONS, DONORS 
AND DONEES OVER TIME

Donations come in peaks and troughs. As can be seen from Figure 4, in recent 
years the overall value of monthly registered donations has increased to around 
£4 million, with significant spikes occurring at General Elections. These spikes 
are also increasing, as can be seen in Figure 4, alongside a comparable spike 
associated with the 2016 EU Referendum.
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Figure 4: Value of donations by month, as three month rolling mean (UK political donations, Jan 2001-
Dec 2022). Source: Electoral Commission.

In Figure 5 we plot the value of political donations received by the six largest 
political parties in the data: the Conservative Party, Labour, the Liberal 
Democrats, UKIP, the Green Party and the Scottish National Party, in every 
year. 
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Figure 5: Annual donations to major political parties, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). 
Source: Electoral Commission.

This shows a relative decline in Labour donations in recent years, alongside very 
large peaks in Tory donations in the 2017 and 2019 general elections, as well 
as a significant increase in Liberal Democrat donations in the latter election. It 
should be noted, however, that the registered donations in Figure 5 make up 
only a portion of any party’s income. In 2019, for example, the Labour Party 
received £25 million in registered donations, which was less than 2010 and 2015, 
but also reported receiving around £16.5 millions in members’ fees that year. 
It should be remembered, therefore, that what Figure 5 shows, and the data 
more generally show, is not party income, but rather donations from wealthy 
individuals and well resourced organisations. 

In Figure 6 we plot the donations provided to the three largest political parties 
from companies, individuals and trade unions respectively. 
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Figure 6: Annual donations to Conservatives, Labour and Lib Dems by three major donor types, (UK 
political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

As can be seen in the third of these graphs, and has already been noted, the 
trade unions donate almost exclusively to the Labour Party.6 Donations from 
companies, meanwhile (which we define here as including private limited 
companies, public limited companies and limited liability partnerships), go 
overwhelmingly to the Conservative Party. In this sense at least, the two major 
parties in Westminster remain the parties of business and workers respectively. 
In the case of donations from individuals the picture is somewhat more mixed, 
but the Tories are clearly the preferred party of the wealthy, receiving 60% of 
the total party political donations made by individuals over the whole period.

Two other trends are notable from Figure 6. First, the surge in donor support 
for the Liberal Democrats in 2019 came mostly from individuals. The £17.4 
million the Liberal Democrats received from wealthy individuals in that year 
included an £8 million donation from Lord David Sainsbury, who has also 
donated to the Labour Party, the Blairite faction Progress, and various pro-EU 
organisations. Second, while the trade unions, like other donor types, provide 
more funding during elections, their support for the Labour Party is more 
spread out than other donor types. It is this ongoing support that makes trade 
unions the second largest category of political donor after wealthy individuals, 
as was seen in Figure 3.

6 	 The yellow line in the third graph represents £93,441 provided to the Liberal Democrats by 
Unison in 2003-04. 
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POLITICAL LOYALTY AND 
PARTISANSHIP

While political commentators sometimes speculate about donors ‘defecting’ to 
other parties in times of political change or crisis, the data suggest this is rare 
(although given the poor quality of the Electoral Commission’s data and our 
reliance on a matching algorithm, we cannot be completely confident about the 
figures, particularly in the case of individuals). Over 99% of the party political 
donors in our data are matched with only one party. While this figure includes 
donors who have donated only once, and so are by definition ‘loyal’, considering 
only donors who have donated more than once does not alter the picture much. 
Over 96% of party donors who have donated more than once have only ever 
donated to the same political party.
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DONOR TYPE

PERCENTAGE 
OF LOYAL/
PARTISAN 
DONORS

NUMBER 
OF REPEAT 
DONORS

Trust 100 40

Individual 99.8 2748

Unincorporated Association 99.2 665

Private Unlimited Company 90.9 11

Private Limited Company 90.9 1229

Society 86.2 65

Trade Union 83.3 36

Public Limited Company 82.9 82

Non-profit company 79.6 49

Limited Liability Partnership 78.6 42

Table 2: Percentage of loyal repeat donors by donor type, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). 
Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

There is variation across donor types, however, as can be seen from Table 2 
which shows in each category the percentage of party political donors who have 
donated more than once, but only ever to the same party. While individuals are 
almost always loyal or partisan (though we should again stress the poor quality 
of the Electoral Commission data), certain organisation types tend to be more 
pragmatic. The most non-partisan of the donor organisations are the limited 
liability partnerships, followed by the non-profit companies. These non-partisan 
limited liability companies include a relatively small number of influential 
accountancy and law firms that have donated to the Tories, Labour and/or the 
Lib Dems. We discuss this further below. 
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In the case of non-profit companies, again a relatively small number of 
organisations providing cross party support account for the lower level of 
partisanship; the most notable of which is the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust, 
which has donated large sums to the Liberal Democrats, the Alliance Party of 
Northern Ireland and other parties and political organisations. Trade unions 
also appear relatively non-partisan on this measure, although this needs to 
be interpreted with caution. There are a fairly small number of donating 
trade unions that make a large number of donations - which as noted above 
overwhelmingly go to the Labour Party. Only a single small donation to another 
party, including for example donations to minor parties from a union branch, is 
required to make a union non-partisan on this measure.
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MAJOR DONOR ORGANISATIONS 

A major focus of our research so far is on organisations, which for the reasons 
outlined above are more amenable to analysis than the very sparse and low 
quality data on individuals provided by the Electoral Commission. By making 
use of company numbers and then matching organisation names across donor 
types we are able to provide a much more accurate picture of donors and 
donations than is possible with the existing data.

In Table 3 we aggregate donations made by donors and list the 25 
organisations that have provided the largest total donations across the 
whole period. As we would expect from the preceding discussion, the leading 
organisations are the relatively small number of large trade unions that have 
donated large sums to the Labour Party (along with much smaller sums to 
other parties and organisations). The top five donors by value are all trade 
unions, which together make up nine of the top 25.
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DONOR NAME DONOR TYPE TOTAL 
DONATIONS

HAS DONATED 
TO

Unite the Union Trade Union £58,920,877 Labour

UNISON Trade Union £39,492,212
Labour, Liberal 
Democrats

GMB Trade Union £34,993,416
Labour, Members 
Associations

USDAW Trade Union £28,132,954 Labour

The Communication 
Workers Union

Trade Union £16,829,327
Labour, Members 
Associations

National Conservative 
Draws Society

Unincorporated 
Association

£12,290,299 Conservatives

Co-operative Group Ltd Registered Society £10,287,856
Labour, Co-
operative Party

AMICUS Trade Union £9,911,330 Labour

TGWU Trade Union £8,585,849 Labour

IPGL Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£7,293,313

Conservatives, 
Leave 
organisation, 
Members 
Associations

Bearwood Corporate 
Services Ltd

Private Limited 
Company

£4,591,784
Conservatives, 
Members 
Associations



Autonomy Politics For Sale 33

J.C. Bamford Excavators 
Ltd

Private Limited 
Company

£4,224,883

Conservatives, 
Leave 
organisation, 
Members 
Associations

J.C.B. Research
Private Unlimited 
Company

£4,005,732
Conservatives, 
Members 
Associations

International Motors Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£3,980,431

Conservatives, 
Leave 
organisation, 
Members 
Associations

Countrywide 
Developments Ltd

Private Limited 
Company

£3,834,335
Conservatives, 
Remain 
organisation

Flowidea Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£3,670,627

Conservatives, 
No Scottish 
Independence 
organisation, 
Members 
Associations

J.C.B. Service
Private Unlimited 
Company

£3,242,833 Conservatives

Midlands Industrial 
Council

Unincorporated 
Association

£2,998,756
Conservatives, 
Members 
Associations

PricewaterhouseCoopers 
LLP

Limited Liability 
Partnership

£2,905,112
Conservatives, 
Labour, Lib Dems

UCATT Trade Union £2,821,394 Labour

Community Trade Union £2,584,865 Labour



Autonomy Politics For Sale 34

J.S. Bloor Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£2,574,000 Conservatives

5th Avenue Partners Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£2,449,065 Liberal Democrats

I.I.R. Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£2,345,937 Conservatives

Better for the Country Ltd
Private Limited 
Company

£2,257,898
UKIP, Leave 
organisation

Table 3: Major donor organisations, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: Electoral 
Commission, FAME, Companies House.

The other major donor type featured here is private companies that donate to 
the Conservatives, and in a few cases the Lib Dems and UKIP. The large Tory 
donor companies in Table 3 include no less than three companies from the 
JCB group, a construction and agricultural vehicles manufacturer controlled by 
the billionaire Bamford family. Two other top corporate donors are IPGL Ltd, 
a holding company controlled by the billionaire Tory peer, Michael Spencer, 
and Bearwood Corporate Services Ltd, a company controlled by the billionaire 
Tory donor and peer, Lord Ashcroft. Two other Tory donors are of note here: 
the National Conservative Draws Society and the Midlands Industrial Council. 
The National Conservative Draws Society, an unincorporated association, is a 
private lottery for Conservative Party supporters, and so likely represents very 
small scale donations rather than being a donor in its own right. The Midlands 
Industrial Council, another unincorporated association that was a major donor 
until 2008, is a secretive organisation of Tory-supporting business people that 
was originally formed to oppose the nationalisation programme of the post-war 
Labour government.7

7 	 Peter Geoghegan and Seth Thévoz, ‘Revealed: The secret cash that put Boris Johnson in 
Number 10’, OpenDemocracy, 18 February 2020. Available at: https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
dark-money-investigations/revealed-secret-cash-put-boris-johnson-number-10/ 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/dark-money-investigations/revealed-secret-cash-put-boris-johnson-number-10/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/dark-money-investigations/revealed-secret-cash-put-boris-johnson-number-10/
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BUSINESS DONATIONS

A recent survey found that when people are asked which groups have the most 
influence on government policy in the UK they are much more likely to name 
corporations or political donors than they are voters.8 Companies are therefore 
an important donor category to analyse. As has already been discussed, the 
proportion of donations that come from companies is relatively small in the UK 
compared to wealthy individuals (who may of course be business people), and 
the total provided by companies is less than that provided by trade unions. The 
figures, however, are not insignificant; the 17% of political donations provided by 
companies since 2001 amounts to over £191 million. For the reasons outlined 
above, this subset of donations is much more amenable to detailed analysis 
than the poor quality data on individual donors, and future work will build on 
the analysis presented here - which makes use of data on company type, size 
and sector - by identifying company directors and shareholders among the 
individual donors.

We begin our analysis with a discussion of large companies, which are often 
assumed to be the most politically influential. Our dataset contains a number of 
measures of company size, but the most straightforward and comprehensive is a 
binary variable indicating if, according to the business directory FAME, a given 
corporate donor was among the largest 500 companies in the UK by turnover in 
any year from 2004 to 2020. This list includes a total of 1,123 companies, which 
we will describe here as ‘big business’. Of these 1,123 companies, 88 appear in 
our data. While this may sound like a relatively small number, compared to 
companies in general it is an extremely high proportion. Equivalent to 78 donors 
per 1,000 companies, it is over a hundred times the proportion of political 
donors across the private sector, even if companies with no employees are 
excluded, and is higher than even the most politically engaged business sectors 
(we discuss the proportion of donors in different business sectors below). 

8 	 Toby Helm, 'Young adults have dramatic loss of faith in UK democracy, survey reveals', Ob-
server, 10 April 2022. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/apr/10/young-adults-
loss-of-faith-in-uk-democracy-survey 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/apr/10/young-adults-loss-of-faith-in-uk-democracy-survey
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/apr/10/young-adults-loss-of-faith-in-uk-democracy-survey
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Big business, then, are more mobilised politically compared to businesses in 
general. However, the proportion of donations that come from big business still 
comprise only a small minority (8.8%) of business donations in the UK. It is also 
notable that the majority (52%) of these big business donations come from 
large private companies (often controlled by billionaires) and only 12% from 
public limited companies; the legal form required for a stock exchange listing 
and most associated with big business. Approximately 37% of the big business 
donations, meanwhile, come from limited liability partnerships, which as noted 
already is a popular legal form for corporate law firms and large accounting 
firms. The leading big business donors in the data are shown in descending 
order in Table 4, some of which also featured in Table 3. 

DONOR NAME BUSINESS 
SECTOR

TOTAL 
DONATIONS

HAS DONATED 
TO

J.C. Bamford Excavators 
Ltd

Manufacturing £4,224,883 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party, Members 
Association, 
Leave

J.C.B. Service Manufacturing £3,242,833 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

PricewaterhouseCoopers 
Llp

Business services £2,905,112 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party, Liberal 
Democrats

KPMG Llp Business services £1,979,294 Liberal 
Democrats, 
Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Bestway Wholesale Ltd Wholesale and 
retail trade

£1,183,984 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party
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Deloitte Llp Business services £617,222 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party, Liberal 
Democrats

Liberty Global Plc Information and 
communication

£500,000 Remain

BET365 Group Ltd Gambling £430,000 Labour Party,  
Remain

LHR Airports Ltd Transport and 
storage

£286,788 Liberal 
Democrats, 
Labour Party, 
Plaid Cymru 
- The Party 
of Wales, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Rigby Group (RG) Plc Finance, 
investments and 
insurance

£250,000 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party, Remain

Citigroup Global 
Markets Ltd

Finance, 
investments and 
insurance

£250,000 Remain

Morgan Standley & Co. 
International Plc

Finance, 
investments and 
insurance

£250,000 Remain

Scottish Power Ltd Utilities £172,363 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Microsoft Ltd Information and 
communication

£160,719 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party
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Aggregate Industries 
UK Ltd

Other services £150,500 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Bloor Holdings Ltd Construction and 
real estate

£150,000 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Sir Robert McAlpine Ltd Construction and 
real estate

£150,000 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Armajaro Holdings Ltd Holding company £149,999 Renew, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Tesco Plc Wholesale and 
retail trade

£148,014 Liberal 
Democrats, 
Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Ernest & Young Llp Business services £144,632 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Fujitsu Services Ltd Information and 
communication

£132,517 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Bestway (Holdings) Ltd Wholesale and 
retail trade

£117,398 Liberal 
Democrats, 
Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party
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Wittington Investments 
Ltd

Holding company £100,000 Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Asda Stores Ltd Wholesale and 
retail trade

£84,923 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

National Express Group 
Plc

Transport and 
storage

£61,875 Labour Party, 
Conservative 
and Unionist 
Party

Table 4: Major business donors, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: Electoral 
Commission, FAME, Companies House.

The relatively low proportion of donations coming from public limited 
companies, which are very active in business associations and lobbying, appears 
to reflect a long term trend in the composition of political donors in the UK. 
The proportion of Tory donations coming from companies declined from around 
50% in the 1980s to 20% in 1996, and the early to mid 1990s saw a decline in 
the proportion of Tory donors among large companies specifically.9 The further 
decline of big business as donors in the 2000s likely reflects the higher level of 
transparency introduced by the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 
2000, which in addition to mandating public disclosure of donations introduced 
a requirement under under the Companies Act that political donations must 
have shareholder approval; a requirement less onerous in the case of private 
companies since they tend to have far fewer shareholders. This shift in the 
composition of donations may be politically significant since smaller businesses, 
private companies and wealthy individuals are all generally thought to be more 
ideological than pragmatic, and more liberal than conservative, compared 
to large public companies.10 It should be remembered, however, that political 
donations are only one avenue for political influence, and there is evidence 
suggesting that large companies may favour more direct engagement with 
policy makers.11

9 	 The Funding of Political Parties in the United Kingdom, Fifth Report of the Committee 
on Standards in Public Life, Cm. 4057, London: The Stationery Office, 1998, p.32. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7daa32e5274a5eaea6596a/5thInquiry_FullReport.pdf 
Matthew Bond’s data, whilst difficult to interpret since it is reported for a network-based block model 
rather than a consistent population of companies, suggests that the proportion of large businesses 
making political donations was around 27% in 1992,, but had declined to under 10% in 1996. Mat-
thew Bond (2007), ‘Elite Social Relations and Corporate Political Donations in Britain’,  Political 
Studies , 55(1), p.77. See also Justin Fisher (2004), ‘Money Matters: The Financing of the Conserva-
tive Party’, The Political Quarterly 75(4), pp.405-410.
10 	 Iain McMenamin (2011), ‘Liberal market economies, business, and political finance: Britain 
under New Labour’, West European Politics 34(5), pp.1021-1043.
11 	 Colin P. Green and Swarnodeep Homroy (2022), ‘Incorporated in Westminster: Channels and 
Returns to Political Connection in the United Kingdom’, Economica 89(354), pp.377-408.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7daa32e5274a5eaea6596a/5thInquiry_FullReport.pdf
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This assumption that business - and big business in particular - is more 
pragmatic in its engagement in politics, has some support in our data. In 
addition to being relatively more mobilised as donors, big business is much less 
partisan. Considering only big business donors that have donated more than 
once (of which there are 46), the majority have donated to more than one 
political party. This is a higher proportion than business in general, which in 
turn is much higher than individuals. Whilst almost all individuals in our data 
who have donated more than once have only donated to one political party, 
the equivalent figure for private limited companies is 91%. For public limited 
companies it is 83%, and for limited liability partnerships, 79% (the lowest 
of any donor type). The PLCs that have donated to multiple parties include 
Barclays, British Airways, E.ON, National Express, Tesco and United Utilities. As 
was noted above, among the LLPs that have donated to more than one party 
are a small number of large law and accounting firms, including all of the so-
called ‘Big Four’: Deloitte, Ernst & Young, KPMG and PricewaterhouseCoopers.
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Figure 7: Donations by donor type, total and percentage share(UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 
2022). Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.
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Companies also differ from other donor types in the kinds of donations they 
provide, as can be seen in Figure 7. Whereas 91% of donations from individuals 
and 90% from trade unions are cash donations, in the case of companies 
the proportion of non-cash donations is much higher. Approximately 23% of 
donations from private limited companies are non-cash donations, and 26% 
from PLCs. In the case of limited liability partnerships non-cash donations 
make up a majority (53%), the bulk of which (74%) go on staff costs. The latter 
figures mainly capture the secondment of staff from the ‘Big Four’ to the major 
political parties over the years, a practice that has been criticised for potentially 
allowing these companies influence over policies which may impact their clients.12 
Jeremy Corbyn MP ended this arrangement whilst leader of the Labour Party, 
and KPMG then abandoned the controversial practice altogether.13 However, 
since 2021 PricewaterhouseCoopers and Ernst & Young have both seconded 
staff to the Labour Party, the latter for the first time, as has the corporate law 
firm DLA Piper. Between January 2021 and December 2022, Labour received 
staff secondments worth £265,149 from these three firms. The flow of donations 
from the Big Four to the three major parties is shown in Figure 8. 

Figure 8: Donations from the ‘Big Four’ accounting firms to the Conservatives, Labour and Lib Dems, 
(UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Source: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

12 	 Maeve McClenaghan, ‘Big four accountancy firms donate £1.9m in services to political par-
ties since 2009’, Guardian, 10 July 2012. Available at:  https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/
jul/10/lobbying; Adam Bychawski, ‘Revealed: Labour taking free staff from scandal-hit consulting 
firms’, Open Democracy, 6 June 2023. Available at:  https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/labour-pwc-
ey-big-four-natwest-hydrogen-keir-starmer-secondment-staff/ 
13 	 Dan Sabbagh, ‘KPMG abandons controversial lending of researchers to MPs’, Guardian, 28 May 
2018. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/may/28/kpmg-abandons-controver-
sial-lending-of-researchers-to-mps 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/jul/10/lobbying
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/jul/10/lobbying
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/labour-pwc-ey-big-four-natwest-hydrogen-keir-starmer-secondment-staff/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/labour-pwc-ey-big-four-natwest-hydrogen-keir-starmer-secondment-staff/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/may/28/kpmg-abandons-controversial-lending-of-researchers-to-mps
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/may/28/kpmg-abandons-controversial-lending-of-researchers-to-mps
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Wes Streeting
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THE MOBILISATION OF BUSINESS 
SECTORS

To advance our understanding of business donations, we differentiated between 
different sectors. Existing research demonstrates that political donations from 
businesses vary according to sector-related interests. For example, research by 
Acker et al demonstrated that corporate partisanship in donations was 
associated with how sensitive an industrial sector is to which party succeeded in 
an election. Those industries with share prices more sensitive to the outcome of 
an election, and therefore presumably with business models more affected by 
party politics, were more likely to demonstrate loyalty in their donation 
patterns.14

In this section we analyse the donations coming from different business sectors 
by using the 2007 UK Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) codes that are 
recorded for all companies and included in many official economic statistics 
published by the Office of National Statistics (ONS). We group together 78 
industrial categories into 21 business sectors. These business sectors are very 
close to the ‘sections’ used in official statistics, but with some changes to how the 
finer grained categories (referred to as ‘divisions’ in the official SIC hierarchy) 
are aggregated or disaggregated.15

14 	 Daniella Acker, Ayan Orujov and Helen Simpson (2018), ‘Political donations and political risk 
in the UK: Evidence from a closely-fought election’, Journal of Banking and Finance 92, pp.146-167.
15 	 For example, we combine construction with ‘real estate activities’, disaggregate ‘gambling 
and betting activities’ from ‘art, entertainment and recreation’ and ‘members orgnaisations’ from 
‘other service activities’, whilst ‘advertising and market research’ is categorised under ‘business servic-
es’ rather than ‘professional and scientific activities’.
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Figure 9: Business donations by business sector, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: 
Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

In Figure 9 we show the sum of political donations from corporate-registered 
entities16 in each of our business sectors. As can be seen from this graph, the 
sector that has donated the most is construction and real estate, followed by 
finance. In the case of the former, this broadly reflects the economic size of this 
sector, but in the case of finance, as we shall see, the volume of donations is 
even greater than you would expect given its size. We consider this question of 
relative mobilisation further below.

While the preceding graph sums the donations to all entities in our data, in 
Figure 10 we show the proportion of donations from each of these business 
sectors going to political parties. 

16 	 References to companies in this report refers, as noted above, to private limited companies, 
public limited companies and limited liability partnerships. Corporate-registered entities include any 
organisation registered at Companies House. In the case of sectoral data, this includes all companies 
with a 2007 SIC code in FAME. This excludes limited liability partnerships.
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Figure 10: Percentage of business donations to political parties, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 
2022). Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

The most striking thing about this graph is the dominance of the Conservative 
Party across almost all business sectors. The party receives the majority of 
donations from 16 business sectors that together account for 86.9% of economic 
production, as measured by Gross Value Added (a measure we discuss further 
below). Art, Culture and Entertainment stand out for being more balanced 
between Conservatives, Labour and the Lib Dems, whilst Professional and 
Scientific Activities and Health and Social Care also have a somewhat more 
balanced profile.

The sizable UKIP and ‘other’ categories in a few sectors are mostly attributable 
to a small number of private companies headed by wealthy right-wing figures 
supporting smaller parties. For example, the large proportion of political 
donations from the gambling industry going to UKIP is attributable to 
donations from companies controlled by the late Alan Bown, a Margate based 
bookmaker who was for years one of UKIP’s most important donors. The UKIP 
donations from art, culture and entertainment, meanwhile, mostly come from 
the right-wing media company, Northern & Shell Media Group Ltd.

In Figure 11 we provide further information on donations from these business 
sectors, grouping the political party donations shown in Figure 10 together 
and providing a breakdown of donations going to third parties, referendum 
campaigns and other ‘regulated entities’.
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Figure 11: Percentage of business donations to donee types, (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). 
Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.

Finally, in Figure 12, we provide some indication of the concentration of 
donations from different business sectors going to different political parties 
under different political leaders. Here what stands out most in recent years 
is the sharp increase in the proportion of donations from finance to Labour 
under the leadership of Sir Keir Starmer. Also notable are the donations from 
that sector that went to the Liberal Democrats under the leadership of Charles 
Kennedy, as well as the higher proportion of donations from business service 
companies to both Labour and the Conservatives in the New Labour period.17

17 	 Due to a lack of data, this diagram excludes the leadership of William Hague and the two 
most recent Conservative leaders. Donations made during party leadership elections are excluded.
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Figure 12: Business donations to political parties by different party leaders, normalised against total 
business donations to a given party over each leadership period (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 
2022). Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House.
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The preceding figures show the volume of political donations that different 
sectors provide, and give an indication of the relationship between business 
sectors, donee types and the main political parties. However, they are not able 
to show how mobilised these business sectors are as donors relative to their 
size. To do so, we take two approaches. First we use Gross Value Added (GVA), 
a component of national accounting that makes up Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) that is broken down by business sector in the annual figures published 
by the Office of National Statistics.18 GVA measures a business or business 
sector’s contribution to economic output based on the difference between the 
income a company (or sector) receives for its goods and services and the cost 
of goods and services it purchases in the course of production. This allows for 
a comparison of the share of political donations provided by a business sector 
and the size of that sector in the UK economy. We take the official figures on 
GVA for 2000-2020 and compare these proportions with the proportion of total 
political donations in our dataset. The percentages for both are displayed in 
Figure 13.19
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Figure 13: Percentage of total business donations and share of Gross Value Added by business sector. 
(UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House, 
Office of National Statistics.

18 	 Due to the way that the ONS data is aggregated there is a slight difference in the catego-
ries in this section and our main data reported in the remainder of the report, with SIC 10-12 ag-
gregated into ‘food, beverages & tobacco’. The GVA data also has two separate categories for 68, 
which have been combined.
19 	 It should also be noted that there is in some cases considerable variation within these busi-
ness sectors. In the case of manufacturing, for example, which is a particularly large category, the ap-
parently relatively balanced profile in terms of GVA to donations share that we see is accounted for 
overwhelmingly by one of its 21 subcategories; namely ‘Manufacture of machinery and equipment’, 
which includes a very large number of donations to the Conservative Party from the privately owned 
multinational, JCB. With the exception of chemical companies, every other manufacturing subsector 
makes up a lower share of political donations relative to its size as gauged by GVA.
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In many cases a business sector’s share of political donations is relatively close 
to its proportion of national GVA. Construction and real estate, for example, 
make up a large proportion of UK political donations, together accounting 
for 19% of corporate-registered donations, and this reflects the sector’s 
significance in the UK economy. Several sectors, though, stand out. Membership 
organisations are much more politically mobilised compared to their size. 
This, however, is not surprising given that they are not primarily involved in 
commercial activities. These organisations aside - which by their nature we 
would expect to be more politically engaged - the main thing to note from this 
analysis is that finance and business service companies are over-represented 
politically proportionally to their size, whereas education and health are notably 
underrepresented. It is also notable that food, beverages and tobacco, as well 
as mining, oil and gas, sectors where we might expect to find higher levels of 
political donations as part of an effort to offset potential regulatory threats, 
provide lower levels of political donations relative to their size. However, as we 
shall see, even if the volume of donations from these sectors are relatively low, 
the relative mobilisation of companies in these sectors is high.

The same data is presented differently in Figure 14, with membership 
organisations and the largest business sector, construction & real estate (which 
as noted is as mobilised politically as you would expect for its size), excluded. 
Here we plot the relative rate of mobilisation on the y axis, and the percentage 
of GVA on the x axis. Smaller business sectors which are nevertheless more 
politically mobilised in terms of the proportion of political donations they 
provide therefore appear in the top left quadrant, while those in the bottom 
right quadrant are the larger business sectors that are relatively less mobilised 
politically.
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Figure 14: Relative rate of ‘political mobilisation’ against percentage of National GVA across different 
UK business sectors (UK political donations, Jan 2001-Dec 2022). Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, 
Companies House, Office of National Statistics.
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Finally, in Figure 15 we show the total size of recent donations (last three 
years) on the x axis, and the average change in mobilisation rate over the last 
ten years on the y axis. This allows us to identify sectors that have become 
increasingly (or decreasingly) mobilised. So finance, the red data point in the 
figure, for example, has donated just under £4 million in the last three years 
and has become around 10% more mobilised. Those sectors in the top left 
section, meanwhile, provide lower levels of donations, but their mobilisation rate 
is similarly increasing, while those in the bottom left section have become less 
mobilised in recent years. 
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Figure 15: Mobilisation growth (2012-2022) against total donations (2019-2022) across different UK 
business sectors. Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Companies House, Office of National Statistics.

One limitation of the GVA approach is that the figures may reflect the 
prevailing ownership models in different industrial sectors. Health and 
education, for example, are mainly delivered by public bodies, which very rarely 
provide political donations and are often not registered at Companies House. 
This means that while the proportion of donations relative to GVA may be 
low, the proportion of donations from companies operating in that sector will 
likely be higher. Moreover, since the measures above are based on the sum 
of donations from a sector, it is sensitive to large and/or repeat donations 
provided by a single donor - meaning that the average levels of donor activity 
may be distorted by big donors from the sector.
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To address these limitations we undertake a further analysis based on the 
number of private sector enterprises operating in different industrial sectors, 
taking the ONS figures from 2011 as a midpoint of our data. We compare 
the number of private sector enterprises (in that year) to the total number of 
donors, producing a figure for the number of donors per thousand companies in 
each industrial sector. The results are displayed in Figure 16. While some of the 
measures of mobilisation accord with the GVA analysis, this reveals a number 
of sectors that are relatively highly mobilised on this measure, despite not 
contributing large sums relative to their total GVA.
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Figure 16: Donors per 1,000 enterprises against total number of enterprises (2011) across different UK 
business sectors. Sources: Electoral Commission, FAME, Office of National Statistics.

Several sectors stand out, all of which are highly regulated and therefore have 
a particular interest in engaging with politicians and policy makers. The four 
sectors with the highest proportion of donor companies are: (1) mining, oil 
and gas, (2) gambling, (3) food and beverages, (4) utilities, and (5) finance, 
investments & insurance. A more fine grained analysis of the business sectors 
that analyses mobilisation according to two digit SIC codes, meanwhile, shows 
several additional sub-sectors that stand out for higher level of mobilisation, 
notably aviation, remediation and waste management, pharmaceuticals and 
real estate.



Autonomy Politics For Sale 55

These results appear to broadly support the notion, as evident in several other 
studies, that the regulatory environment for a business sector will influence 
its political donation strategies.20 These strategies generally fall into two 
types: those driven by ideological motivations, often seen as ‘conservative 
partisanship’, and those that are pragmatic, typically characterised by adapting 
to the current composition of the state and ‘hedging their bets’ through 
bipartisan donations. Harrigan’s (2017) research on Australian corporate 
political action, for example, showed that companies in highly regulated 
industries (e.g. banks) or those highly dependent on state funding (e.g. 
defence companies) tend to adopt a bipartisan strategy of supporting both 
parties, whilst those facing hostile regulation (e.g. mining, tobacco), or without 
dependence on state support (small companies) tended to make conservative-
only donations.21 The empirical picture that emerges from our research is 
somewhat mixed on this question of ideological and pragmatic orientations 
among business donors (see Figure 10), reflecting the fact that in contrast to 
Australia and the United States, business donors in the UK are overwhelmingly 
loyal to one major party. However, the findings on the rate of mobilisation in 
different sectors do lend some support to the assumption that it is the more 
regulated industries, and those facing potential regulatory threats, that are 
proportionally more mobilised politically, while those with relatively little contact 
with the state, are less likely to donate.

20 	 Val Burris (2001), ‘Corporations and Individual Capitalists as Political Actors’, American 
Sociological Review 66(3), pp.361-381. Val Burris and James Salt (1990), ‘The Politics of Capital-
ist Class Segments’, Social Problems 37(3), pp.341-359. Nicholas M. Harrigan (2017), ‘Motives of 
corporate political donations: industry regulation, subjective judgement and the origins of pragmatic 
and ideological corporations’, British Journal of Sociology 68(4),pp. 718-753
21 	 Nicholas M. Harrigan (2017), ‘Motives of corporate political donations: industry regulation, 
subjective judgement and the origins of pragmatic and ideological corporations’, British Journal of 
Sociology 68(4),pp. 718-753
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RECOMMENDATIONS ON GREATER 
TRANSPARENCY

The system of political finance regulation in the UK currently disincentives 
business donations since companies require shareholder approval to provide 
funding to political parties. This is likely one of the reasons that large 
corporations are much less significant as political donors in the UK compared 
with other political systems; a long term trend since the 1980s when large 
companies were significant Tory donors. However, this does not mean that big 
business is not politically influential, and wealthy individuals have meanwhile 
become increasingly significant donors, many of whom will of course be 
shareholders and/or business executives. With no cap on the amount that can 
be donated, this has the potential to corrupt the political process.22 The 
significance of individual donors also raises serious issues around political 
transparency. As we have detailed in this report, the current form in which 
political donations data is published is of very poor quality and makes 
identifying individuals difficult, sometimes impossible. The exploratory analysis 
we have undertaken, and have outlined in this report, demonstrates that in the 
case of businesses there are different levels and types of political funding 
coming from different company types and sectors. This kind of analysis is 
important because citizens should be able to determine not only which named 
wealthy individuals or companies are funding particular politicians, political 
parties and organisations, but also what kinds of interests they - and donors 
collectively - may represent. Yet, in many cases neither is possible to determine 
under the current rules. Future work from the research team that produced this 
report will connect individual donors to companies, allowing us to extend the 
analysis we have so far undertaken for companies to individuals also. Yet 
without reform of the regulation of political finance, researchers will never have 
the necessary quality of data to deliver the level of transparency that citizens 
should be afforded. We therefore conclude this report with recommendations 
that would address some of the problems with the data that we have identified 
in the course of this work.

22 	 Mirko Draca, Colin Green and Swarnodeep Homroy (2022), Financing UK Democracy: A 
Stocktake of 20 Years of Political Donations Disclosure. (CAGE Working Paper; Vol. 642). CAGE 
Research Centre.
Keith D. Ewing and Navraj S. Ghaleigh (2007), ‘The cost of giving and receiving: Donations to 
political parties in the United Kingdom.’ Election Law Journal 6(1), pp. 56-71. Richard, Williams. 
(2012). ‘Regulating Political Donations by Companies: Challenges and Misconceptions’, Modern Law 
Review 75(6), pp.951-980.
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First, the full name and date of birth of any donating individuals should be 
reported to the Electoral Commission by donees as a mandatory requirement 
for receiving donations. This data should then be made publicly available in 
the Commission’s register so citizens and researchers can definitively identify 
individual donors.

Second, all donees should be required to disclose if a donor has made any 
previous donation recorded in the public register. If any previous donation is 
recorded, then the donor ID number allocated by the Electoral Commission 
should be reported - again as a condition for receiving the donation. This would 
ensure that the ID numbers in the Commission’s data are reliable.

Third, parties should be required to disclose if a donating organisation 
is registered at Companies House, and should be obliged to report the 
organisation’s company number if they are. This would further ensure 
organisations are not duplicated across donor categories, as is currently the 
case in the official data.
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