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Foreword





When I first stood for Parliament, a lady in Handsworth in Birmingham asked me a difficult question. She was by then the only white face in her street, and she wanted to know when she had had the opportunity to vote for or against a multiracial society. The incident drifted back into my mind when, during the last election, Gordon Brown described Gillian Duffy as a bigot, after she raised the question of immigration. Many voters feel that the biggest political issues are never presented to them, and that raising delicate questions with politicians – capital punishment or leaving the European Union would be other examples – will simply get them labelled, as Mrs Duffy was, and dismissed.


National politics sits unhappily between the local and the global. It is hard for parliamentarians to convince the voter that they can really accomplish anything against forces that sweep the planet: recession, climate change, terrorism or pandemics. Yet they are equally unconvincing about how their national policies can make a difference in the local school or A&E. To make matters worse, local politicians have been stripped of most of their powers. They receive most of what they spend from central government, and abide by its diktats.


It is not hard to understand why people feel disillusioned. The three main parties crowd together on the centre ground, so most voters find it hard at election time to know what choice they are being offered. They rely on habit, or they deduce from the parties’ histories where their real instincts lie, or they vote for a change of government when they have grown tired of the incumbents.


In the last election, the three parties avoided debating the true nature of the deficit. But as soon as the coalition took office it made clear that austerity lay ahead. Voters may ask why that could not have been clearly explained before the votes were cast. The distrust is mutual. Politicians would respond that they could not tell the electorate the truth because it clearly did not understand the gravity of the economic situation. Voters found it hard to believe that the nation could be in a mess if they personally felt perfectly solvent.


Deborah Mattinson examines in this book how the gulf between voters and MPs has grown. She traces how New Labour sought to track public sentiment through focus groups and to listen to those voices, but how, over time, it ceased to listen. But she also points out that voters infantilise themselves. Too many believe that politics is what politicians do, and that democracy is only about voting. In fact, politics and democracy should involve everyone in the country. If the present set of MPs is venal and self-seeking, let a new wave of volunteers step forward. Even those who would not wish to stand for election should reflect that it has always been possible for people outside Parliament to start movements and to set the agenda, and that is especially possible in the age of the internet.


My own view of the New Labour experience is not that it listened too little, but that it led too little, especially at the beginning. Voters have plenty to say, of course, but they do not wish to take the time to understand every issue They cast their votes in the hope that their government will lead. Sometimes they will hate it for where it takes them. Many grew to dislike Margaret Thatcher and then, after the Iraq War, Tony Blair. But at least voters understood their characters. They gave them credit for not being insipid.


This book comes at an interesting moment in British political history. Politicians from two different parties have set their disputes aside in order to govern together: the sort of action that many voters have apparently been clamouring for. It seems that the country is to be led firmly – albeit into the valley of austerity. Citizens will be asked to shoulder more responsibility and play a bigger role in shaping the places where they live. In the pages that follow, you will often read that voters demand to be told the truth. The period ahead may test whether they can handle it; or it may prove that voters are more grown-up than politicians have assumed.
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1. ‘Only Tory voters drive Jags’ – learning to listen





My first experience of a political focus group was in a small terraced house in Balham, south London in 1985. I had been invited along by Colin, a research and polling professional and prominent member of the Breakfast Group – a collection of experts advising Labour. We arrived early and arranged the room, dragging the sofa, armchairs and dining chairs in the sitting room/diner into a semi circle. Colin perched on a chair in front of the fireplace as the eight voters – male, lapsed Labour – arrived. I sat at the back with tape recorder and notepad.


Colin was an outspoken, larger than life Brummie. He was also a very successful entrepreneur with a Jaguar car and beautiful house overlooking Clapham Common. He was passionate about his successful consultancy business and passionate about the Labour Party, which he had joined as a sixteen-year-old. He was eager for others to share this enthusiasm. He tried in vain to engage those eight voters in conversation about our new slogans and policy ideas, but they remained unmoved.


I had often observed focus groups before, while working for one of the UK’s leading ad agencies. I had seen people much more animated than this when talking about antiseptic cream, fried chicken, shampoo and even stain remover. So had Colin.


Eventually, utterly frustrated, he resorted to shock tactics.


‘Have you seen my Jag outside? Guess how much I earn!’ he demanded, startling the slightly bored group of men lounging before him on the sofa and in easy chairs by leaping up from his seat and pacing around.


A little nonplussed, one or two guessed figures that must have seemed high, although were, I imagined, in reality much lower than his actual salary. ‘Thirty-five grand?’, ‘Forty?’


‘Now guess how I vote!’ he urged.


‘Tory?’ suggested Geoff, a minicab driver, hesitantly, already beginning to sense that this might be a trick question.


At that point Colin lost it. ‘I’m a Labour voter!’ he yelled. ‘Labour! Labour! People like me vote Labour and you should too!’


All eight men watched him open mouthed. It was a very unorthodox approach to focus group research, but the dismissive views of Labour held by these voters were typical. Labour was not the political party for people like them, and had nothing to say to them. At least Colin had made these swing voters sit up and listen. Maybe if he could have focus-grouped every voter in Britain, changing Labour’s fortunes would not have taken so long. But as it was, it would be almost twelve long years before swing voters like these would be interested enough to notice much of what Labour was up to, let alone like it.


GETTING STARTED


I joined the Labour Party the day after its humiliating defeat at the 1983 general election. I was depressed at the prospect of five more years of Mrs Thatcher. I worked in advertising, and had been horrified by Labour’s amateurish communications. It was hard to pick a campaign low, but the poster featuring a badly photographed image of shrieking young people sliding into a gutter, alongside a headline urging voters to ‘Think positive, act positive, vote Labour’ had the ad industry, and, I daresay, many voters too, hooting with derision. How could Labour fail so badly to get through to people? It was a cruel contrast with the Tories’ slick presentation masterminded by Tim Bell at Saatchi and Saatchi. I desperately wanted to make a difference and felt that I had real expertise to offer: expertise that was clearly needed. I called up my local party headquarters on Lavender Hill in Battersea.


Battersea Labour Party was set to become famous – after the ’97 election, John O’Farrell told its story in his bestselling book Things Can Only Get Better. Even in the mid-1980s the members list was studded with stars, including Prunella Scales, Timothy West and Jude Kelly, and future politicians, such as Fiona MacTaggart, Martin Linton and Tamsin Dunwoody. Most of the local ward stalwarts came from more ordinary backgrounds, though. They were mainly public sector workers: teachers, college lecturers, council workers. Some eyed me, with my advertising background, and my flatmate Jenny, who worked for an investment bank, with slight suspicion when we turned up for our first meeting.


Alf Dubs, the local MP, was immediately warm and welcoming, however, and so were many of the other members. Alf was eager to get his message out there and asked me to help him to design and draft a mailer. It included a distinctive drawing of him, which he initially rejected on the grounds that it made him look too old and too lined. We tippexed out a few wrinkles and persuaded him that the look was distinguished rather than elderly. The leaflet ran and was well received. On the back of this, Alf introduced me to his old House of Commons room mate, Robin Cook, who was working with a collection of Labour sympathisers from the communications industries.


Known as the Breakfast Group, as it met over coffee and croissants, this comprised some of the most senior and respected people in the business. I was puzzled that they had not had more impact on Labour’s fortunes. Sitting through my first meeting the reason became clear. The problem was that they didn’t actually do anything other than talk… There was a lot of eminence grise in the room, spending a good deal of time analysing where Labour was going wrong, but it stopped short of actually offering concrete help in fixing the problems. Labour had been unable to translate this often sensible, strategic advice, offered in the stylish board room of a London ad agency, into practical solutions.


Luckily, this was about to change. Labour had just appointed a bright young TV producer named Peter Mandelson as its communications director. He had commissioned another adman, Philip Gould, who would soon become my business partner, to conduct a review of Labour’s communications. One of Philip’s first recommendations was that a ‘Shadow Communications Agency’ be formed: a virtual agency drawn from communications experts who would be willing to do as well as talk. The agency had to be virtual because Labour would struggle to hire a decent ad agency – having put out soundings in the industry it was clear that top agencies feared that their commercial clients would desert them if they were known to be working for Labour. Peter asked Philip and me to establish and run the SCA and in 1986 I took a deep breath and resigned my job as an ad agency account director to do this.


Philip and I set to work starting up a number of specific and practical projects that drew on the talents of a wide group of Labour sympathising communications experts. We both worked from home initially, then took a tiny office in a mews courtyard off Greek Street in Soho. We knew our first task was to understand how the voters we needed to win back felt really about Labour, to better shape and test out some of the early communications ideas that the group had been developing.


PINSTRIPED SUITS AND CHAMPAGNE


Stereotypes were hard wired. In focus groups we asked voters to describe a typical politician by scribbling words down on cards and cutting pictures out of magazines: What did they wear? Where did they live? What did they drink and smoke? (it was the 1980s…) Which newspaper did they read? Which car did they drive? Where did they go on holiday? What kind of personality did they tend to have? In 1986, in a front room in Roehampton, swing voters produced a very clear pen portrait:




■ Upper class


■ Male


■ Pinstriped suit


■ Drinks champagne


■ Rich


■ Drives a Rolls-Royce


■ Worked in the City


■ Reads The Times


■ Went to Eton


■ Holidays in Barbados


■ Lives in a mansion


■ Confident


■ Arrogant


■ Good speaker


■ Southern





What is striking is that this collection of generic politician images was almost identical to the pen portraits supplied to a more specific brief: a Conservative politician. If the general image of a politician matched that of a Conservative so closely, then the mountain Labour had to climb to gain electoral credibility was even greater than the polls suggested. Especially if you considered the pen portrait produced by the same target voters for a Labour politician:




■ Working class


■ Cloth cap


■ Drinks pale ale


■ Smokes a pipe


■ Factory worker


■ Holidays in Blackpool


■ Takes the bus


■ Lives in a council house


■ Trade unionist


■ Argumentative


■ Protesting


■ Poor


■ Reads the Mirror


■ Northern





Which would they rather spend time with? Neither! Who would represent them better? Neither! Who would be best at running the country? Well, neither party type matched voters’ own lives and aspirations very closely, but at least the Conservatives were used to running things, they reasoned, and led by the new breed of ‘non-posh’ politicians like Thatcher and Tebbit they might just make a fist of it. Labour, by contrast, was at best backward looking, old fashioned and argumentative. Voters found it hard to imagine Labour politicians running anything.


There was another, even more sinister, problem that was particularly pronounced in London and the South East. Here Labour was not always old fashioned and down at heel, sometimes it was youthful and vigorous but maybe a little unhinged. The so called ‘loony left’, particularly pronounced in London (which had the greatest density of marginal seats), produced a different and more damning description of Labour:




■ Bonkers


■ Loony


■ Lesbian


■ CND


■ Militant


■ Dungarees


■ Dirty hippy clothes


■ Lefty


■ Mad


■ Feminist


■ Smokes pot


■ Lives in a squat


■ Weird





STILL LIVING WITH MUM


That image of weirdness was something that cut through the party at every level. It had the ring of truth because it was, in part, truthful. It matched my own experience as a member. I now know how lucky I was to start out in Battersea, where the members were friendly and there was an appetite for getting involved with the local community. A highlight was the Labour Party pensioners’ Christmas dinner – old folk throughout the constituency would be invited to a festive knees up and cooked a meal by local members. It was fun, useful and connected the party to local people.


The meetings, honestly, were dreadful. I found them very hard going. Jenny, my banker flatmate, soon dropped out, preferring to spend Wednesday evenings at home watching Dallas. She would occasionally drop back in for the best bit of the evening – the pub afterwards. I persevered, but often found both the format and the vocabulary a little intimidating. They took place in the basement of a Victorian terraced house rented as party HQ. We all kept our coats on. The ward ‘officers’, chair and secretary, would preside at the front behind a large desk while the rest of the members sat in a wide semi-circle on hard metal stacking chairs. A lot of cigarettes were smoked.


It took me some time to dare to speak, and I never could bring myself to adopt the usual meeting etiquette – some members always contributed by ‘proposing motions’, reading out stiff and formally worded propositions, circulated in advance, so that equally formal responses could be prepared, rather than introducing their ideas more conversationally. They referred to each other as ‘comrades’, and sometimes ended their statements with a dramatic flourish: ‘Brothers and sisters, I move…’ We would then vote and the officers at the front would solemnly count our show of hands, and record the result in the minutes: ‘Motion carried’. The meeting usually ended with two or three very lengthy and detailed councillors’ reports.


The debates were not usually very gripping. Very often discussion would focus on minute aspects of the Labour Party constitution. My eyes glazed over as we argued about whether the process created to agree composite motions for the annual Labour Party conference (known simply as ‘Conference’) was the correct one. My mum had called me from Manchester after watching the Labour Party conference that year to ask ‘what on earth are these composite thingies that they keep going on about?’


On one occasion Martin Linton, who was to be MP for Battersea from 1997 to 2010, but was then a Guardian journalist and chair of the local ward, became exasperated with the abstract nature of our discussions: ‘Imagine if a member of the public walked in here from the street and heard us all? What on earth would they think? They could be forgiven for thinking that they’d landed on another planet.’ On another occasion, after the final councillor’s report droned to its conclusion, Martin gave thanks saying, ‘We probably have time for a question or two, but I’m afraid we don’t have time for the answer so I declare this meeting closed!’


Knowing how vital it would be to involve the party itself in bringing about change, the SCA decided to commission some focus groups to better understand the party members’ mindset. We knew from a recent survey that members were overwhelmingly male, older and rather well qualified – a very high proportion of graduates and post graduates, and, matching my own experience in Battersea, predominantly working in the public sector. Beyond that we knew little about what they were like or cared about.


We brought in a very experienced SCA qualitative researcher, committed to the cause. She went off enthusiastically and talked to members all around the country. She returned to the debrief meeting in London a little downcast. The members’ political views were a patchwork quilt from placidly middle of the road to, in each locality, a handful of die-hard lefties. The ‘loony left’ profile that was causing so much grief in London was evident throughout Britain. Labour activists were a cobbled-together coalition of a wide range of views, many of which would have been unrecognisable to most ordinary voters. Debate was frequently passionate. She was struck that, while often well meaning, all this talk rarely resulted in anything practical. She saved her descriptions of the party members themselves until last. She explained how she had been struggling to pinpoint what it was that united these diverse people in Leeds, Brighton, Glasgow or Birmingham and at last she had found it.


‘Basically they were all a bit weird,’ she explained. ‘I mean what they had in common wasn’t their political opinions – those covered the whole spectrum from centre-left to far left – they weren’t united by any ideology or political belief. No, it was that that they were all slightly strange people… strange personally I mean.’ She added as we all looked at her expectantly. ‘I mean they were people who really did want to spend their evenings sitting in church halls or community centres agonising over quite arcane points of detail. And they weren’t just doing it that night, but every night – the committee for this, the committee for that, the council, whatever. They were sort of lonely and socially odd. They were the kids who wouldn’t be members of any gang in the playground. They were outsiders. Just weird – I can’t think of any other way to put it…’ she trailed off.


Sometime after this I read a piece that Julia Langdon, a journalist then writing for the Telegraph, had written along similar lines. She described her own experience of joining the Labour Party and turning up to her first meeting. She too found most of her fellow party members somewhat unusual. In the end she latched on to the most seemingly ‘normal’ member of the group to discover over a post-meeting drink that this 43-year-old man – by far the most regular bloke there – still lived at home with his mum.


So what might have been the politician’s most powerful weapon in reaching out to the public – the party members living in their local communities – too often turned out to be part of the problem instead. Unusual people doing unusual things, with the rare exception like Battersea’s Christmas dinner, there was almost no link between local people and party. That Labour often selected candidates from this gene pool did not bode well for creating politicians who could speak ‘human’. It was clear that part of the battle was going to be to attract a wider selection of, well, normal people to join the party.


It would also be important to change the Labour ‘draughty church hall meeting’ culture. The SCA researcher who conducted the study compared the people she had met when researching party members with the people who had been in her local, very prominent, Conservative Party at the time: ‘It seemed to be that the local Conservatives were people who would turn up and make a rice salad or turn up and get involved with the PTA. They were joiners and doers, while Labour people were joiners and talkers.’


SYMBOLS OF CAMPAIGN SUCCESS


Understanding the problem was the first step to solving it. The next challenge was to persuade the politicians themselves to listen. Peter Mandelson, completely on side, was the SCA’s main ally as he championed the thinking through the party. Neil Kinnock ‘got it’ too. The first big breakthrough came in September 1985 at Labour’s party conference in Bournemouth where Neil made his now famous speech calling for the expulsion of hard left ‘militants’ from local parties. Top qualitative researcher Roddy Glen and senior ad agency planner Leslie Butterfield conducted focus groups either side of this speech and the difference in people’s reactions to Neil Kinnock before and after seeing it was extraordinary. He had cut though and won people’s attention. He had taken on his own party and positioned himself against the ‘loony’ left and on the side of common sense. There was some way to go but it was a start.


We developed the idea of the ‘symbolic policy’, a policy which symbolised a political party’s vision. The theory was based on the premise that a party’s ‘promise’ had three components: its vision, its programme to achieve the vision, and specific policies to illustrate the clear offer. Too often recently Labour had been stuck, like the local party meeting agendas, at the programmatic level. It was obsessing about the mechanics of how it operated, forgetting both the ‘higher purpose’ – the party’s overall aims – and, crucially from the public’s point of view, the policies that might illustrate that vision, bringing it to life and making that vital connection by improving their lives.


The Tories could boast what I believe remains to this day the most effective example of a symbolic policy: giving tenants the right to buy their own council house. It meant that voters had a clear and accurate view of what they believed in because their vision was translated into a simple tangible idea, and one that delivered a clear benefit to the voter. It has stood the test of time. Focus groups more than twenty years later still name-check council house sales as the best thing the Conservative Party has ever done. The downside of reducing the availability of housing stock to those unable to buy their own home simply faded into the background. Swing voters in Harlow in March 2010, some of whom were children during Mrs Thatcher’s premiership, were all able to attribute this to her: her big achievement and proof that she was in touch with what people cared about.


The Freedom and Fairness campaign, launched in April 1986, was the first that I worked on at a national level. Devised by Peter Mandelson to aim directly at the voter, rather than at the party, it led with the line ‘putting people first’ and boasted specific policies to spearhead each theme. True, we lacked anything with the punch of council house sales, but at least the party had accepted the need to highlight tangible policies that held real appeal to voters. The focus was on cervical cancer screening, on nurseries and on lead-free petrol, anticipating the celebrated Pledge Card that was to follow more than ten years later.


The launch also heralded an end to the ineffectual communications that had characterised the 1983 general election campaign. The campaign was the last thing I did before leaving my job in an ad agency and I was able to recruit two Labour-supporting ‘creatives’ from the agency to help out: Kaarl Hollis and Trevor Beattie. (Trevor would go on to work with Labour for many years, designing, amongst others, the award-winning ‘Wiggy’: Mrs Thatcher’s hairdo on William Hague.)


Although Freedom and Fairness went unnoticed by the public, the Westminster Village was bowled over. Even the Telegraph noted that the new campaign was a sign of Labour ‘shedding its weary cloth cap image’. So if voters were a little unmoved we still felt that we had achieved something important. Peter wrote me a warm thank-you letter, saying, ‘Together, we may just have made a little bit of history’. I loved the letter and keep it to this day, but wonder with hindsight if this reaction was an early lapse into the bad habit of believing headlines rather than voter reaction.


A year later, the 1987 general election boasted advertising that was the talk of the industry, party election broadcasts by world class directors like ‘Chariots of Fire’ Hugh Hudson, and much more polished media performances. But a smart new look was not enough to gloss over the Labour’s shortcomings, especially in the policy areas. Our private polling, conducted by MORI and a growing group of volunteer researchers, included nightly focus groups and twice-weekly polls. It showed that we were not making the connection we needed to. Although the media continued to be impressed, voters still saw Labour as old fashioned, out of touch and not on their side. The transformation had been too superficial to correct the deep rooted alienation the electorate felt.


The campaign had achieved one important electoral objective, though, and one that hits home to me writing this, as I am, more than two decades later in 2010. It is often forgotten that Labour began the 1987 campaign polling in third place to the SDP/Liberal Alliance. By the end of the campaign the SDP had dropped back to 23 per cent – the mark around which they would hover over the coming years and exactly what the Lib Dems would poll in 2010.


In 1987 the Tories won a decisive victory. Chris Powell, then head of ad agency BMP and a key figure in the SCA, often observed that there are really only two election campaign themes: ‘Steady as we go’ or ‘Time for a change’. Our much admired election posters all carried the emotive strap line ‘The country’s crying out for change’. The only problem, as the election result proved, was that it wasn’t.



















2. Meet the swing voter





Worcester Woman, Mondeo Man, Pebbledash People, NetMums, Mr Motorway, even Mr Bored – over the years the Westminster Village has endlessly reinvented voters. Like zoological specimens, they have been counted and recounted, categorised, observed and labelled. Swing voters have been under particular scrutiny. These are not necessarily homogenous. What unites them is that they have not yet heard anything from any party to make up their mind. They do not feel represented by anyone so it is vital for parties to find ways of connecting with them.


As long ago as 1949, reeling in the aftermath of the Conservative defeat in the 1945 general election, Tory grandee Lord Poole hired ad agency Colman Prentis Varley, and, through them, commissioned the first ever study of swing voters. ‘The Floating Vote’, as it was called, cost £1,180 – the price of a typical swing voter’s house at the time. It analysed the newspaper-reading habits, occupation, recreations, age and gender of undecided voters, concluding that the Conservatives’ key targets were women, young people, shopkeepers and Liberals. The resulting change of strategy would help the Tories to regain power in 1951.


Understanding the profile and attitudes of undecided voters is now an essential feature of modern political campaigning. Psephologists, pollsters and strategists all have their own favoured models for deciding who are the most persuadable. Calling this correctly is vital for electoral success. In large scale polls a series of questions will determine how wedded each voter is to their party of choice, and how likely they are to stray. This information is then used to form groups clustered by political preference. By examining the demographics, lifestyle and views of each group, politicians can define the electoral battleground, and get to know those sought-after swing voters.


In 2009, analysis for Labour divided the population up like this:












	15.1m

	
Out of reach – people who would never vote Labour






	3.2m

	
Loyal vote – people who would always vote Labour






	2.7m

	
Vulnerable – Labour voters who might go elsewhere






	2.3m

	
Within reach – Other voters who might shift to Labour






	2.4m

	
Winnable (Labour in 2005)






	4.3m

	
Winnable (not Labour in 2005).















Examining the demographic make up of these groups added further information:




■ Out of reach was Labour’s traditional opposition: older, and upper/middle class.


■ Loyal vote was Labour’s traditional support: again older but more working class, a tendency to be male.


■ Vulnerable was middle aged, with kids, working, better off, with no strong gender bias.


■ Within Reach was also younger, Lib Dem leaning, more affluent.


■ Winnable (Labour in 2005) was middle aged, less affluent, less well educated and with kids.


 ■ Winnable (not Labour in 2005) was younger, better off, better educated and single.





Both ‘winnable’ groups were more likely to be female.


Choosing which group or groups to target will shape a party’s campaign. Getting this right is a matter not just of mathematics but also of judgement. Over the years, an enduring debate in the Labour Party has been whether it is more fruitful to focus on its core vote, with a strategy devised to motivate and maximise turnout, or whether the party would be more successful by appealing more widely to a middle class vote.


In the run-up to 2010 Labour politicians were bitterly divided on this point. Choosing the ‘core vote’ route had led to the Tory ‘toff bashing’ blamed for losing the Crewe & Nantwich by-election as campaigners donned top hat and tails to mock the upmarket Conservative candidate. The ‘middle class’ strategy demanded a more positive, aspirational and wealth-tolerant message, although perhaps not going as far as Peter Mandelson in 1998 when he said he was ‘intensely relaxed about the filthy rich’.


This is not a new debate. After the First World War, Labour produced a pamphlet entitled Why Brain Workers Should Join the Labour Party. In the 1920s, Herbert Morrison, Peter Mandelson’s grandfather and personal inspiration, produced a detailed evaluation of London’s vote, asking ‘Can Labour win London without the Middle Classes?’. His conclusion, based on analysis of 1921 census data, was that it could not, partly because the number of middle class voters in the capital was so great and partly because Labour needed to attract some middle class voters to compensate for the working class votes that it had already and irrevocably lost to the Conservatives.





ANGER NOT APATHY 


In 1997 Labour won by making a direct appeal to the middle ground voters that had eluded them in the previous three elections. The resulting coalition of Labour’s core working class vote and more well-to-do swing voters was electorally successful but not without problems. In 2001, turnout dropped from the fairly consistent 70 odd percent achieved since the 1970s to 59.4 per cent. In some seats, notably those that were working class Labour strongholds the turnout dropped up to 20 per cent. Barking in East London was one such seat. Margaret Hodge, Barking’s MP and I ran a series of focus groups after the election to discover why.


Our report, entitled ‘Anger not Apathy’, outlined how Labour’s core vote felt neglected with its focus on Middle England. Barking voters told us how New Labour neglect had led to a problem that stemmed directly from the Conservatives’ triumphant council house sales policy: the demise of the public housing stock. We described the appalling conditions that many Labour voters were living in, and how public housing had become a ‘Cinderella’ issue. We presented this work to the party and to No. 10, where it was met with solemn agreement but I’m not sure much was actually done.


My own view is that any government has a moral imperative to ensure that its poorest live in adequate conditions. Given Labour’s values and traditions this is deep in the party’s DNA. Yet, while getting the core vote out is critical for all political parties, especially in a period where turnout has been low, Labour can only succeed electorally and thus be in a position to help the most vulnerable by extending its appeal beyond the working class vote. Spencer Livermore, Gordon Brown’s Director of Strategy until 2008 puts it like this ‘You’re in politics to change things and to do that you have to be in power. You have to win.’


Just like the 1920s London that Morrison described, it is the middle class vote that populates marginal seats up and down the country. So these voters have taken on iconic status, becoming the battleground voters for any election. In Morrison’s day the term ‘middle class’ implied well-to-do professional classes – any relevant definition of ‘middle class’ nowadays would be very different. These voters would increasingly not identify with the description ‘middle class’; instead they recognised themselves in a term which I began to use in the run-up to the 2005 election: ‘the squeezed middle’. These are people who see themselves as a neglected minority: too poor to manage easily without government hand outs, yet too well off to qualify for that help. I usually refer to them as ‘middle ground voters’.


INTRODUCING THE SWING VOTER


If the large scale polls can identify which swing voters matter, it is the qualitative research that can best help us to understand them. This means carefully selected, small scale and in-depth sessions, of which the focus group is the best known. In spring 2010, I set up a panel of twelve typical uncommitted voters, all living in Harlow, Essex. At that time Harlow was Britain’s fifth most marginal seat, and held by Labour since 1997. The contest in 2005 was so close that there were three recounts and the eventual result was not declared until 11.40 a.m. on the Saturday after Election Day. The Labour MP, Bill Rammell, had a majority of less than 100.


My aim was to get an up-to-date picture of middle ground voters’ lives, their take on politics and their reactions to the general election campaign itself. I also wanted to review the eventual result with them afterwards.


I first met everyone on a chilly March evening in a comfortable semi in Old Harlow. I arranged the session as two separate groups, first meeting the women, then the men. We gathered at the home of Donna, the focus group hostess, and assembled in her airy living room, as she ran backwards and forwards back to scoop up and remove her yappy chihuahua and huge and very persistent tabby.


As a warm up, I suggested that everyone should chat to the person sitting next to them and then introduce them to the rest of the group. The group of women fizzed with energy straight away. They talked intently in their pairs, quizzing one another, as I had asked them to, on work, on family life, and on their hobbies. I requested that they try to unearth one surprising fact about each other. The room filled with chatter and laughter. After a few minutes I hushed them all and, going round the room, each person described their neighbour.
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The Harlow focus group. Left to right: Denis, Paul, Tracey, Michael, Danny, the author (in front), Scott, Sadia, Natasha, Alicia, John, Lorna (not pictured: Angela).








Lorna, a slim, dark-haired, serious young woman in track suit and trainers introduced Tracey, middle aged, with a neat grey bob, in a smart red top.


‘This is Tracey. She’s lived in Harlow for twenty years and is married with a fifteen-year-old doing GCSEs so it’s very stressful in her house at the moment. She’s worked in PR at Pearsons for eighteen years – and knows my sister-in-law, who works there too. She enjoys gardening and reading, and her surprising fact is that she likes watching cricket. She goes and watches local teams every Saturday and Sunday and she’s been to see Essex a couple of times too.’


Lorna herself, Harlow born, was a strategic buyer at ITT, living on her own but close by her mum, dad and brother. Her surprising fact was that she was a jujitsu black belt who has represented Great Britain in competition.


We also met Sadia, a City executive assistant with a mane of thick, curly black hair. Married to a policeman she confessed to a liking for singing and luxury holidays. Surprising fact: the youngest of nine children. Sadia introduced Angela, small and blonde, who apologised that she was wearing a blood pressure monitor which was going to bleep at us every half an hour.


‘This is Angela, she’s a finance manager in Hainault. She has a girl and a boy and is taking them to Orlando on Christmas Eve this year. She’s lived in Harlow since she was five. She likes running and ran the Marathon last year—’


‘No!’ interrupted Angela, ‘I haven’t done it yet – it’s this year!’


‘Her surprising fact is that she has walked the Great Wall of China.’


Alicia sat nearest to me, the chair everyone avoids in focus groups as it’s a bit like sitting in the front row at school, but she arrived last and had no choice. Alicia was small and lively with a dry sense of humour. Walking with a perceptible limp she explained that she suffers from arthritis. Surprising fact: ‘I have two new hips and two new knees.’ Mum to two grown-up ‘well-behaved boys’ of twenty and twenty-nine, not being fit enough to work does not stop her from keeping busy volunteering for charity caring for rescued animals. A passionate dog lover, she has an Alsatian, a blind retriever and a sheltie. She introduced Natasha.


‘Natasha is thirty years old and young, free and single, with a seven-year-old daughter. She works for BT and is originally from the Midlands but her family moved here when she was fourteen. You haven’t got any accent at all, have you?’


‘No, I got rid of that as quickly as I could,’ said Natasha.


‘Natasha’s weekends are busy with her daughter’s activities: her daughter dances and she’s on at the Playhouse next week. She last holidayed in Thailand and likes kick boxing. Oh, and her surprising fact is that she’s a natural blonde.’


This was a showstopper and we all gazed in amazement as Natasha peered bashfully from behind her glossy brunette curtain.


The men approached the introductions in a less matey, more matter-of-fact way. One of the men had got lost en route, leaving Scott, now pair-less, to introduce himself.


‘My name is Scott and I work in sales at BT. I have two young boys aged three and one and live with my partner – we’re getting married in September. I like football and hanging out with the family. My surprising fact is that in 2000 I was the furthest easterly person in Australia. I mean I stood at the most easterly point. Although I can’t actually prove it but that’s what they said…’


John and Michael had made a labour saving pact to not bother ‘interviewing’ each other but instead to each write down their personal details and simply give them to the other to read out. They wrote in silence, then Michael read:


‘This is John, aged forty-eight. He has been married twice and has daughters aged eighteen and sixteen and a stepson aged thirteen. He was made redundant from his job as a graphic designer in November 2008 and now works as a PAT test engineer – that’s testing plugs apparently. His hobbies are golf and football – watching, not playing – and his surprising fact is that he likes opera and classical music.’


‘Not many people do, I find,’ added John, who then introduced Michael.


‘This is Michael, aged fifty, divorced with two boys. He works at Stansted Airport. He coached Under 14s for Marquis and likes to go on holiday to any place that Ryanair will take him. His surprising fact is that… er, he has no surprising fact.’


The ‘surprising lack of surprise’ was a formula that Denis and Danny, sitting together in the middle of the wall-to-wall seating, chose to adopt too. Denis, somewhat reticent at first, was, we learned, married with three kids – a girl of fourteen, a boy of thirteen and a boy of nine. He likes the outdoors life and enjoys football and golf. He then introduced Danny, more confident, well built and friendly.


‘This is Danny. He has two very young girls – nine and six – and works in print. He likes cycling and rugby and used to play with Saracens in their academy. He now sticks to the more, ahem, social side at Chingford. He has a four-berth camper van and for his holidays he likes to travel all over Europe with the kids.’


The twelfth member of the group missed the first session and arrived a couple of weeks in just after the start of the general election campaign: Paul, who introduced himself.


‘I’m a telecoms engineer, and I’ve recently been made redundant. I’ve got a partner who’s got a couple of children, twelve and sixteen. I enjoy outside things like walking in the fresh air and DIY at home.’


Paul had an unusual interest: ‘I’m finding myself more interested in politics recently – I’ve got more time.’





WHO ARE THE SWING VOTERS IN THE ELECTORAL BATTLE GROUND?


My Harlow panel members are typical of the Middle England voters that I have met over many years. They are lively, smart and perceptive. They are busy, working hard, looking after their families, pursuing their hobbies. They want politicians to make a difference to their lives but doubt that they will. Much of the Westminster Village buzz passes them by, yet they notice a lot – often picking up the non-verbal clues that politicians might prefer them to miss.


In 2007 I wrote a note for Gordon Brown’s team as they approached his transition to PM entitled ‘Who are the battle ground voters’ and subtitled – ‘understanding the people that we need to win back to win.’ Having spent at least an evening a week over the past twenty-five years in the company of voters like these I knew them well. I also knew how much they mattered and believed that it was vital that Team GB had them in mind at every turn. I wrote:




They are C1C2 social class: skilled manual workers or office workers – plumbers, decorators, hairdressers, secretaries, computer operators or accounts clerks. They are unlikely to be graduates and probably left school at 16. They work in retail, in financial services, or telecoms, in local government or in the NHS. The older ones may have served an apprenticeship. If a couple, they may not be married, and both partners will be economically active, although if children are small the women may take a break or work part time. They will be the first or second generation in their family to own their own home. They go abroad for their holidays, and enjoy weekend breaks away. They eat out regularly and may own two cars.


They may no longer buy a daily newspaper, but if they do it will probably be a tabloid, most likely the Daily Mail. Otherwise news is accessed from TV or, increasingly, the internet. They are less interested in current affairs than they are in things that directly impact on their own families, so ages and life stages of their children/grandchildren/parents are central to their concerns.


Those with older children worry that their kids will not be able to maintain the lifestyle that they currently enjoy: they are anxious about house prices, and about the demise of skilled labour. They do not particularly aim for their children to be university educated, and, although they will certainly be proud if they do, they have a deep rooted suspicion that university is probably an expensive waste of time. They would prefer to see a return to ‘old fashioned’ apprenticeships where you are paid to participate, maybe gain formal qualifications at the same time, and then have a guaranteed job.


For those with younger children, concerns focus on choice of school, especially secondary school. They are worried about lack of discipline and order. Scornful about ‘political correctness’ – a fundamentally Labour trait – they believe government’s attempts to address problems like discipline are undermined and teacher, police and parent power diminished. They bemoan threats to British culture and tradition e.g. banning Christmas. Older voters will also be worried about their own elderly parents, especially as, with increasing geographical mobility, they may no longer live nearby.


They do not feel that society is ‘broken’ but do feel that it is breaking down: they have a general anxiety about social unrest, which may mean kids hanging around on street corners or may mean crime which they believe to be on the increase and of a different order than in the past (guns and knives rather than fists and twelve-year-olds rather than seventeen-year-olds). They also regret that communities are less cohesive than they were: partly because people work harder, have less time, and aren’t out and about on the street so much; this is partly because more people have moved away from their families; and partly because there are more immigrants who do not integrate and ‘keep themselves to themselves’.


They argue that institutions that once were reliable such as the NHS, schools and the police are now prone to let you down. Symbols of failure would include hospital bug MRSA, unruly youth and CCTV cameras. These institutions are also undermined by immigrants, they believe, putting resources under pressure with sheer numbers and their own particular needs, such as language support in schools.


They question the sustainability of the economy and its impact on them. This is a powerful underlying anxiety. Many remember Black Wednesday and the period around that vividly and dread a similar threat.


They feel vulnerable and believe that government is unfair to people like them – they describe themselves as ‘caught in the middle’, hardworking ordinary families who lack long term financial security and are the first to feel the pinch but get no break from a government which is focused on looking after the ‘undeserving poor’: immigrants, teenage mums and benefit cheats. The rich/poor or middle class/working class dichotomy where less well off are victims of social injustice is not a reality they recognise. Instead they identify a tripartite grouping of the rich, themselves and the undeserving poor.


Like most people in Britain, these people don’t much care about the cut and thrust of politics. They aren’t moved by process stories, and don’t much care who is up and who is down. Their main test for political ideas is whether they affect them or their family. They believe Labour looks after the poor (and is a soft touch for the undeserving), and the Conservatives look after the rich and that no one looks out for people like them.


Their central belief about politicians of any hue is that they are in it for themselves, and are constantly trying to hoodwink people into believing something that is not untrue, but is a distortion of reality.


Convinced that political parties are trying to game them, they heavily discount claims by perceived plausibility. Promising the earth earns no points. Similarly, they judge leaders at least as much on whether they believe they can get things done as on the things that the leaders promise to do. It is both a problem and an opportunity that this group of voters do not closely identify with either party, believing that Labour and the Conservatives both have a core audience that leaves, them, ‘the voters in the middle’, disenfranchised.





AN EMPTY BOX OF PROMISES


When I run focus groups I often ask the people who come along to do a bit of homework first. In this instance I asked Chris, who had recruited the panel for me to ring around and ask everyone to bring an object or a word that best summed up how they felt about politics. Each explained what they had brought along and why:




ALICIA: I’ve got Robert Halfon’s [Conservative candidate] piece that’s just come through the door. It’s fantastic. It’s got everything we want … jobs, houses, roads. It’s all what they’re going to do. And I’ve no doubt at all that Labour will say the same thing. But they’ll have all these debts and won’t be able to. It’s a miracle cure. They all say the same thing. They know what’s needed but in the end they can’t do it.


ANGELA: My object was a hairdryer, because politicians are full of hot air. The things they say don’t mean an awful lot – it’s just waffle. Evasive is the word. They do everything but answer the direct question when they are being interviewed.


DANNY: My object is a big fat question mark. None of them are getting it right. They all say they’re trying to improve the country but they can never justify what they actually do. They’re all at each other’s throats. Why don’t they all sit down together and stop beating each other up?


DENIS: I was going to bring along a jar of pickled onions, but I couldn’t find any pickled onions, because politicians have such old fashioned ideas – they’re not with the global world. So I’ve brought along an empty bottle instead. In my view politics is empty. Empty to the fact that they’re not aware of what’s going on, empty to the fact that they can’t do what they say they’ll do, empty to the fact that their hands are tied given the country’s burden with debt.


JOHN: I’ve brought along a box that I made – it says ‘promises’. But [opens box] you can see it’s empty. The pot of money is empty. They can’t promise you tax cuts or more money ’cos the money isn’t there.


LORNA: My object is a dice. It faces in lots of different directions, to suit the fashion and the changing climate. Politicians change at a moment’s notice to suit themselves. They change their minds and they change direction.


MICHAEL: It’s a word: ‘scandalous’. It’s scandalous that we haven’t been told the truth about the war in Afghanistan. Scandalous that young men are being killed and we’re not told why. It’s scandalous about their expenses too.


NATASHA: My object would be Pinocchio and my word would be ‘dishonest’. The obvious example is expenses – claiming on moats and suchlike. And they never follow through what they say they’ll do.


SADIA: I drew this question mark. It sums up what I think – it’s always a big question mark. One question leads to a barrage of new ones. That’s how politics is going. You can’t put your thumb on anyone any more. They don’t go down traditional routes any more – you know, your traditional Labour or your Conservatives.


SCOTT: If I’d had one to bring along, my object would have been a duck house. It’s all about those expenses. They just don’t seem to understand the need to say sorry.


TRACEY: My word is ‘slippery’. I thought long and hard about it. I’m being literal here.





It is hard to overstate the levels of cynicism, loathing, even disgust that politicians currently inspire in voters like these. Their overwhelming view confirms the problems set out in my 2007 note: politicians don’t care about people like them and, at best, issue empty promises that will not be delivered. At worst they are simply ‘out for themselves’. Since 2007 we have seen economic crises and the unprecedented expenses scandal. Small wonder, then, that the Harlow panel, chosen for their importance as ‘persuadable voters’ set out on their journey towards the general election feeling somewhat unpersuaded.  
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