
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         PRAISE FOR
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         ‘This book is such an utterly brilliant idea it is ridiculous that no one has thought of it before. I cannot recommend it highly enough.’

         – JOHN RENTOUL

         
             

         

         ‘Smart, funny and illuminating in ways you could never dream of.’

         – EMILY MAITLIS

         
             

         

         ‘[A] wonderful book of political well-I-nevers.’

         – THE INDEPENDENT

         
             

         

         ‘For years I’ve toyed with writing a Freakonomics-style book that translates what political academics know … Philip Cowley and Robert Ford have beaten me to it … Worse, they and the many authors of Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box have done a good job of it. The book’s 51 chapters are very wide-ranging, and full of great nuggets of information.’

         – PETER CUTHBERTSON, CONSERVATIVEHOME.COM

         
             

         

         ‘The political book that everybody’s talking about.’

         – MIKE SMITHSON, POLITICALBETTING.COM

         
             

         

         ‘Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box is a revelation, a paperback with an eye-catching title and essays by 51 political scientists … superb and eminently quotable.’

         – THE TIMES

         
             

         

         ‘Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box is as entertaining as it is thought-provoking.’

         – INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY

         
             

         

         ‘It does it with such aplomb that no political home’s Christmas tree should be without a copy neatly wrapped and waiting beneath it.’

         – PROGRESS

         
             

         

         ‘This knits academic research with accessible and thought-provoking questions. If you love elections you’ll be hooked.’

         – MAIL ON SUNDAY

         
             

         

         ‘Finally, the one book you need before the election. This is a wonderfully eclectic collection of academic research translated into normal English. I can pay no higher tribute to it than to say that someone I know supported votes at 16 until he read the short chapter on the subject. This book may not change your life but it may change your mind.’

         – THE INDEPENDENT (POLITICS BOOKS OF 2014)

         
             

         

         ‘Freakonomics for political junkies. The perfect book for anyone with even a passing interest in politics.’

         – DAILY EXPRESS

         
             

         

         ‘If you want to know why people lie about voting, when racism stopped being normal, and whether attractive candidates get more votes then this is most definitely the book for you.’

         – LIB DEM VOICE

         
             

         

         ‘A terrific book … Anyone interested in voting and elections would find it enlightening. If I could make it compulsory reading for people who follow my blog, I would…’

         – THE GUARDIAN

         
             

         

         ‘It is possible to gain a firmer grasp of the manifold peculiarities that pervade UK elections. I can recommend no better way of doing so than to read Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box.’

         – DEMOCRATIC AUDIT UK
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            Foreword

            Isabel Hardman

         

         One of the features of the EU referendum campaign was leading politicians being lectured in their TV debates by English Literature graduates. These students of words claimed that their degrees had given them a special insight into whether someone was producing waffle.

         Their questions to David Cameron and Michael Gove reminded me of my own English Literature professor at university, who turned around to us at the start of one semester and told us: ‘You’re second-year students, so you have mastered the art of talking your way through a whole seminar without reading the book. And I am now a professor, so I have mastered the art of teaching an entire module without having read it either.’

         Politics often feels the same: in a game that boils down to hard numbers, its participants (including this English Literature graduate) can get away with a tremendous amount of waffle without having read the book.

         2015 wasn’t a great year for political punditry. If the combined weight of our political predictions had the power to come true, Ed Miliband would be Prime Minister in a minority government backed up by the SNP by now, and Jeremy Corbyn would be continuing to potter about his allotment in relative political obscurity.

         Given we managed to survive getting nearly everything wrong last year, it would be tempting for commentators to carry along in the same merry way, grandly predicting outcomes of elections and referendums on the basis of hunches and conversations with taxi drivers at party conferences (a favourite of lobby journalists keen to gauge the mood on the street without actually having to go onto the street itself). There seems to be little consequence to getting a general election wrong, and laughing off a backbencher standing for the Labour leadership as a bit of a joke, other than giving politicians something to mock us for.

         But what Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box – and this, its sequel – has done is give us even less of an excuse to base our views of voters, party members and elections on our own half-baked theories and anecdotes.

         After the first book, we were no longer left guessing as to the sexual preferences of the average Tory, or indeed whether voters just plump for the candidate they fancy. Groups of voters who politicians know they need to target but often end up patronising or generalising about are studied in this volume in serious detail, not sketched out in an arty fashion.

         Politics can be a science, but so often it is treated as an art. It’s not just journalists who get away with this: political ‘gurus’ earn far bigger bucks than we can ever dream of for handing parties their expertise based on campaigns in different countries featuring entirely different candidates. And if they fail, they tend to recover by saying they’d warned the candidate in question that they weren’t going to win anyway, and move on to another campaign. But at least now, none of us have an excuse. This term, we really do need to read the book.

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

            Philip Cowley and Robert Ford

         

         Here is what is supposed to happen when you try to get academics involved in a project for non-academic consumption.

         First, no one will be interested: all too insular, too busy, too much academic writing to do. Why communicate with the wider world when they can write for obscure journals read by three people and a dog?

         Second, even those who are interested won’t be up to the task. Dulled by decades of writing in academese for niche journals where being ‘accessible’ is a criticism, they lack the tools, the language, the tone to write for a broader audience.

         And third, being academics, they won’t deliver copy on time, so the book will arrive years late, or not at all.

         All in all, wiser heads will argue, it is not worth putting yourselves through such an ordeal.

         But we did anyway. And that wasn’t our experience. When we pitched the idea of a book called Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box – the precursor to this volume – to our colleagues back in 2013, we found we had more volunteers than we had space for chapters.*

         We laid down clear ground rules. Each chapter must be just 1,000 words long. No jargon. Only one table or graph, only if really needed, and only if a layperson could understand it. And no footnotes. When we explained this last rule one colleague did a good impression of a robot from an early sci-fifilm:

         Does Not Compute.

         Does Not Compute.

         Head Explodes.

         Sure, we had to exercise a firm editorial hand. Several people just ignored the rules, as academics are wont to do, and sent in drafts with multiple footnotes anyway. But the delete button is a wonderful thing.†

         Writing for a wider audience can be tough, but who raises their kids to avoid challenges? There’s an episode of The Simpsons in which Homer says, ‘If something is too hard to do, then it’s not worth doing.’ Homer shouldn’t be our role model. As for academics and deadlines, we’d asked for first drafts by 1 February. The last arrived on 19 July. By academic standards, that’s almost ahead of schedule.

         We soon realised that, far from being incapable of writing in the correct voice, most of our contributors were well versed in writing for non-academic audiences. They already ran websites, or wrote for blogs, or for newspapers, or otherwise contributed to policy debates. In the book’s foreword, Danny Finkelstein of The Times claimed that the way political scientists engaged with the world outside academia was undergoing a revolution. We were, he said, ‘forcing [our] data and conclusions on those who shouldn’t be allowed simply to ignore them’. In its own modest way, that was the aim of the first book – as it is of this one.

         There are still academics who are sniffy about engaging with the world. Their work, so they say, is just too sophisticated, too complicated, too subtle to disseminate to a wider audience. They operate at a higher level. Very occasionally this might be true, but it’s usually self-justifying cobblers masking tedious content written by lazy authors. And the good news is that these academics tend to be older and will soon be dead.

         But perhaps the most significant problem with the viewpoint of such fusty colleagues is that it fails to do justice to the audience outside the ivory tower. The book’s reception proved there was a tremendous public appetite for clearly argued and carefully conducted research about elections and voters. Curiosity, after all, is a universal human quality. One of the great things about being a researcher is the freedom to indulge it. Why not bring others along for the ride?

         It wasn’t universally loved, though. One chapter reported on the sex lives of the different political tribes, and noted the relatively unimaginative and below par performance of UKIP voters. This prompted one woman to write to us to say that she was going to vote UKIP and she and her husband had a great sex life, so the research was clearly wrong. Well, perhaps. But maybe she was an outlier? Or maybe he was a secret Lib Dem? After all, the same research showed they were filthy.

         Another review argued that the book was not so much full of conversation starters but conversation stoppers. When we reported this back to our contributors, they did not take it as a criticism. ‘We are’, one said, with a little too much enthusiasm, ‘the sort of people who like to say: “it’s a bit more complicated than that”.’

         And another review argued that the chapters on sex and politics were only included to attract headlines and generate publicity for the book. To which all we can say is that we seem to live in a depressingly cynical world.

         Anyway, the success of that book persuaded Biteback to ask us for a second, and here it is. This isn’t a second edition or a revised edition. It’s a new book. All the chapters in this book are original, covering material not discussed in the first. A majority of the contributors are new as well, and as with the original book, we’ve tried to include a range of authors from rising stars to old farts. But the goals are the same: to try to explain elections and voting in an accessible way to as wide an audience as possible.

         The chapters are all written by members of the Political Studies Association’s specialist group on Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, known as EPOP, which has been running for over twenty years and is one of the PSA’s most active groups. The book therefore is written by people who love elections, and for whom the electoral cycle is part of the natural rhythm of their lives. They look forward to the year’s elections with the same enthusiasm that normal people await Christmas. Indeed, for many of our writers elections are as exciting as Christmas is for the children of normal people – and if you were wondering who Santa votes for, you can find out in Chapter 39.

         We know from feedback that many of the first book’s readers were indeed people who get unnaturally excited by polls and swingometers. But this book, like the first one, is also written for another audience: those who don’t find elections as fascinating as we do, some of whom may even entertain the heretical thought that elections are a bit, well, dull.

         We think they’re wrong, and we want to show them why. People sometimes make the mistake of trying to justify the study of elections and voting on the basis that they are an important part of democracy, which they are – but things can be important without being interesting. Elections are important and interesting. At root, elections are interesting because they involve people – candidates, activists, voters, non-voters – and like most things involving people, explaining what they do and why they do it is not always straightforward. Sometimes it is depressing, sometimes it is uplifting, but always it is revealing. ‘If we would learn what the human race really is at bottom,’ wrote Mark Twain, ‘we need only observe it at election time.’ Not a lot has changed since Twain wrote that in 1885, except that the more we learn about elections, the more we realise how right he was.

         The ideal voter of democratic theory is supposed to be a rational man or woman, someone who gathers all the evidence about the issues of the day and the plans of the parties, weighs it all up responsibly, cogitating at length, and then delivers a mature and informed judgement at the ballot box. Actual voters aren’t much like that – which is why they are so interesting. In practice, voters’ choices reflect the whole rich tapestry of human nature: swayed by emotions as well as reason, salesmen as well as products, by tribal attachment as well as cool calculation. To take a few examples from the following pages: voters respond to negative campaigning (though they claim to hate it), the race of their candidates (though they claim it doesn’t bother them) and the church they are notionally attached to (though few ever go). What is more, their willingness to show up at all ebbs and flows with the seasons: voters, like bears, go into hibernation in the winter, as discussed in Chapter 9.

         Most of this book focuses on Britain. In part that reflects the skew of interests in a British political science group. But it’s also that Britain offers a particularly interesting case study for election researchers. We have an increasingly large number of elections – with an electoral cycle that now coughs up an important set of contests on a yearly basis – which use an increasingly eclectic set of electoral procedures.‡ Then there’s the increasing use of referendums – with two UK-wide contests in the last decade alone, plus separate ones in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. No one thinks those we’ve just seen will be the last, either.

         Added to that, there are the voters, who are becoming ever more unpredictable, and continue to surprise even seasoned election watchers. Just since the last book came out in 2014 we have had, in no particular order: the Conservative majority victory in 2015 (something almost all observers and the polls said was impossible); the collapse of the Liberal Democrats, who fell to just eight seats, undoing at least a generation’s work building the third force in British politics; the rise, but ultimately still the failure, of the United Kingdom Independence Party, who piled up almost four million votes, the best result for an ‘other’ party in modern British politics, but who achieved a paltry single Westminster seat as a reward; and, perhaps most spectacularly of all, the historic surge in support for the Scottish National Party, who took fifty-six of the fifty-nine seats in Scotland, destroying the Scottish Labour Party in the process, in what is probably the most significant change in the British party system since the formation of the Labour Party – and one of the largest swings in vote behaviour in one election cycle ever seen anywhere. (The paradox of the last of these is that on election night itself it was not all that surprising, but just a year before it would have seemed unimaginable.) Then, as we were editing chapters in spring 2016 we had the Scottish parliament elections in which Labour fell to third behind the Conservatives. In June, as we checked the book’s proofs, we had the astonishing EU referendum campaign. When we received the proofs, David Cameron, Jeremy Corbyn and British EU membership were all seen as relatively secure. After we dispatched the final corrections, all three were gone or in doubt.

         At times, the various referendum campaigns – especially the divided, divisive and feud-prone Out campaign (or campaigns) – appeared to be a complicated and sophisticated natural experiment set up by devious political scientists solely to test whether competent campaigns make much of a difference. The same could perhaps be said of the Labour leadership since 2015, a contest which delivered a leader few academics (or political punters) expected to win, and whose approach to elections and leadership flies in the face of the received wisdom of researchers and pundits alike. Whatever else you think about all of this, you can’t say it’s not interesting.

         Then there’s the data. The British Election Study – on which many of these chapters draw – has now been running continuously since the election of 1964, making it the longest-running electoral study in Europe and allowing us to quantify and analyse the ups and downs of mass politics over a sweep of more than fifty years, and there are now also far more ‘normal’ opinion polls than ever before, as the arrival of internet polling has pushed down the costs of data collection.

         The polling debacle of 2015 – which is discussed in the opening chapter – has rather shaken faith in opinion polls. One of the many ironies of the 2015 general election in Britain was that those who knew next to nothing about the polls – or who chose to ignore them – were more likely to accurately predict the outcome than those who followed them closely. The result was that the pollsters spent much of the next year furiously analysing what went wrong. Yet for all the horror of 2015, polling still matters. Despite its flaws and limitations, polling is still (usually) better than the alternative – which is to make it up or to assume that you or your friends have some profound insight into the general population (you don’t, they don’t, none of us does). During the EU referendum campaign, it was common to hear people say how the polls must be wrong, because all of their friends were voting the same way as them; in a referendum that split the nation basically down the middle, this says more about them and their friends than about the opinion polls.

         It is noticeable that the polling companies then did much better at subsequent contests, including the Labour leadership contest and the elections in Scotland, Wales and London. They were again criticised after the EU referendum – though on this occasion they delivered a split verdict, with some pointing to a Brexit vote, and (as discussed in Chapter 14) they did better than the betting markets. Besides, for all the scorn poured on the polls after 2015 by many Tories, it is noticeable that the victorious Conservatives privately spent a fortune on private polling in marginal seats, designed to track the effectiveness of their campaign and used to target resources. The answer to poor polling is not no polling but better polling. Ignorance, as Barack Obama said recently, is never a virtue; it’s just not knowing stuff.

         Like its predecessor, this isn’t meant to be an introductory textbook. Rather, this volume offers an eclectic series of sketches, each introducing an aspect of elections and political behaviour. Each of the chapters offers a 1,000-word essay. These are not monographs, and many summarise years, in some cases decades, of research. Each chapter ends with a short account of further reading and there is a detailed bibliography in case any of the subject matter stirs you to dig deeper. We make no claim for comprehensiveness, but between them the following fifty chapters cover: polling, particularly the disaster of 2015, political geography, gender, sex, race, money, Scotland, candidates, partisanship, Wales, young people, trust, apathy, alienation, volatility, religion, issue ownership and salience, manifestos, party members and supporters, candidates, and class. We’ve deliberately expanded our scope to beyond these shores, and also include some vignettes on elections and politics from France, Switzerland, Germany, Japan, America, Ireland, Poland and Belgium.

         Some examples from what follows: why campaigns don’t matter very much; why you should forget about Mondeo Man; why the polls were so wrong and why the betting markets aren’t always better than the polls; why (if you’re a Labour voter) you should kiss a Tory; why men are more male than women are female; why dead voters are a growing problem; why politicians usually do what they say they will do, although much of what they say they will do is so vague that we will never know if they did it or not; why women don’t vote for women (except for the few who do); how people want the freedom to be identical; why we’re all (political) swingers now; how the weather affects your turnout; why negativity is positive; how the internet does not encourage voting (except when it does); why the National Trust is good for political engagement; and why – with apologies to Alastair Campbell – we do ‘do God’, after all. Plus, Santa. And there’s a bonus 51st chapter on why being right-wing means you (probably) have a better sex life – indeed, a better life overall. We have not – categorically not – included this last chapter to generate press coverage for the book. Perish the thought.

         Once again, our colleagues were enthusiastic about the project and a delight to work with. Editing a book like this was not always straightforward, but they have made it easier by always responding to our often detailed and insistent editorial requests swiftly and in good spirit. Well, almost always. We are also grateful to all the staff at Biteback for their fantastic support. We think the end result is worth it. We hope you do, too.

         
            * If we’re being completely accurate, when we originally pitched the idea the book’s working title was 73% of Lib Dem Voters Eat Hummus. We changed this for two reasons. First, because it’s a rubbish title. And second, because it wasn’t true. In 2011 YouGov found that just 38 per cent of Lib Dems liked hummus, with no significant difference between Lib Dem voters and those of other parties. But if you looked at how those same people had voted in the election a year before, then 43 per cent of 2010 Lib Dems had been into hummus, with the Lib Dems the most pro-hummus party. One effect of coalition therefore had been to drive hummus eaters away from the Lib Dems.

            † You will notice we do not obey this rule in the introduction. Our mantra: do as we say, not as we do.

            ‡ For example, elections for Westminster use one electoral system, the same as local elections in England and Wales. But local elections in Scotland use a different system, the same that is used in Northern Ireland for the European Parliament, although elections for the European Parliament in England, Wales and Scotland use another system altogether. And the elections for the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly use a different system to that again, one which is similar to the one used for the London Assembly. But anyone voting for the London mayor – and mayoralty elections elsewhere – uses yet another system, which is the same as the one used in the elections for the police and crime commissioners. Confused? You wouldn’t be the only one. It’s bonkers. But it makes life fun (for us, at least).
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            ‘In God we trust, all others bring data.’

            
                

            

            ATTRIBUTED TO W. EDWARDS DEMING (ALTHOUGH THERE IS, IRONICALLY, NO DATA TO SUGGEST HE SAID IT)

         

      

   


   
      
         

            — CHAPTER 1 —

            The failure of a generation: the polling debacle of 2015

            Matt Singh

         

         Since the 2015 general election, one polling question has come up again and again – how did the polls get it so disastrously wrong? Opinion polls at the election underestimated the Conservative lead over Labour by 6.5 points. This was similar to the error seen in 1970 and almost as serious as the 9-point miss in 1992.

         In the time since, a lot of work has been done on the subject, all of which arrives at similar conclusions. There is little sign that voters changed their minds at the last minute, or that people who told pollsters they would vote Labour ended up staying home. Some people may have given contradictory answers to pollsters, but even if they actually lied there were far too few of them to be the main cause of the problem. Rather, in simple terms, pollsters’ samples weren’t representative of the country – they contained too many Labour voters and not enough Conservatives. During the campaign, pollsters spoke to a total of 15,291 Conservative voters compared to 15,368 Labour voters.

         Getting a representative sample of the population has become more difficult over time, but steadily rather than suddenly, and pollsters have worked hard to correct for it. Likewise, some parties’ voters are more likely to show up and vote than others, but this too is a long-standing problem. So why did the polls suddenly go off balance in 2015?

         One problem is interest: people who are willing to answer polls on politics tend to have atypically high levels of interest in politics. As the figure shows, 9 per cent of British people rated their own attention to politics as 9/10 or 10/10 in the British Election Study (BES), which conducted a high-quality face-to-face survey over several months after the election. But nearly a quarter of those sampled by opinion polls before the election were from this super-attentive group.

         RESPONDENTS’ ATTENTION TO POLITICS IN PRE-ELECTION POLLS AND THE BRITISH ELECTION STUDY

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         That’s a big enough problem on its own. But what made it worse was that this political engagement problem was unevenly spread across different types of voters. There was a particular segment of the electorate that was consistently under-sampled in polls – people who aren’t hugely engrossed in politics, who might not vote in a council or European election, but who do vote in general elections. In both 2010 and 2015, this type of person voted Conservative by some margin.

         But there was one last line of defence that ought to have saved the pollsters. Since 1992, the last major polling debacle in Britain, polling companies have paid close attention to the political makeup of their samples, rather than simply the demographics. At its most basic, this involves asking people how they voted in the last general election, and comparing their answers to the results.

         This partisan weighting, which normally helps to ensure samples are reasonably representative, simply wasn’t able to cope with the complicated flows of voters from one party to another this time around. The polls had the right proportions of each party’s 2010 voters, but not of their 2015 voters. The polls ultimately got it wrong because the flows of voters switching between the parties, in a parliament that saw the Lib Dems collapse and UKIP surge, were completely at odds with what the polls had shown. The pollsters’ results found people who voted Lib Dem in 2010 were switching disproportionately to Labour and much less to the Conservatives. Meanwhile, UKIP’s rise was hurting the Tories more than Labour. This intuitively all made sense – one half of the Lib Dems’ family tree (the Social Democratic Party) was founded by moderates who quit Labour in the early 1980s, while UKIP was founded by ex-Tory Eurosceptics.

         But the picture emerging from the actual election results and the more comprehensive post-election BES survey was very different. It turns out that in the last parliament, both the Conservatives and Labour gained votes in almost equal measure from the Lib Dems, while losing them in almost equal measure to UKIP. Labour did gain more than the Tories from Lib Dem switching, but only narrowly. The polls also consistently underestimated the threat to Labour from UKIP. On average, they were right about the overall level of UKIP support, but wrong about where it came from. They had typically shown at least two and as many as three 2010 Conservative voters defecting to UKIP for each 2010 Labour voter switching. But the election results and the post-election BES data both suggest it was far more even than this.

         And since many of the UKIP supporters that voted Conservative in 2010 were Labour voters in elections before that, in all likelihood UKIP has taken more voters from Labour over the last decade than from the Conservatives. The idea of a split on the right and a reunification on the left was wrong; the ‘revolt on the right’ hurt the centre-left just as much.

         Polls had also suggested that very few voters were moving directly between Labour and the Conservatives, and those that did cancelled each other out. But actually there was a slight net impact, and in the Tories’ favour. The Conservatives managed to gain support from former Labour voters, something the pollsters largely missed.

         These errors also help explain why the Scottish and London polls in 2015 were much nearer the mark than those of the whole of Great Britain. London was UKIP’s weakest region anywhere in England and Wales, while 2010 Lib Dem voters in the capital actually did mostly go to Labour, even if they behaved differently elsewhere. In Scotland, UKIP made very little impact, while the ex-Lib Dems were mostly swallowed by the SNP.

         So the polls got it wrong, not for a single reason, but from a deadly cocktail of risks. The samples were unrepresentative, but crucially the demographic weighting techniques used to correct this were ineffective, and the political weightings developed after the last polling failure were unable to cope with the much higher electoral flux between 2010 and 2015. Had any of these three problems not arisen, disaster might well have been averted. But in combination, they resulted in the polling failure of a generation. 

         FURTHER READING

         
            For the official report of the British Polling Council, see Report of the Inquiry into the 2015 British General Election Opinion Polls by Patrick Sturgis et al. (Market Research Society and British Polling Council, 2016). For further detail on the causes of the polling failure, see ‘Missing Non-Voters and Misweighted Samples: Explaining the 2015 Great British Polling Miss’, by Jon Mellon and Chris Prosser on the British Election Study blog (2015), or ‘Where the polls went wrong’ on the Number Cruncher Politics blog (2015). For the pre-election analysis that predicted the disaster and Conservative victory, see ‘Is there a shy Tory factor in 2015?’, also on the Number Cruncher Politics blog (2015).

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            ‘It is the folly of too many to mistake the echo of a London coffee-house for the voice of the kingdom.’

            
                

            

            JONATHAN SWIFT

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            — CHAPTER 2 —

            Mondeo meh: the myth of target voters

            James Morris

         

         In the run up to every election, newspapers fill with articles about the handful of voters that will supposedly swing the result – soccer moms, NASCAR dads, Worcester women, pebbledash families. Occasionally this analysis is useful. Normally it is not. In the last five UK elections, 90 per cent of demographic groups swung in the same way as the population as a whole.

         A common trick to make a target group sound exciting is to focus on what is distinctive about a group, at the expense of what is important about them. For example, Guardian readers are more likely to be Labour voters (60 per cent voted Labour in 2015) than Mail readers (20 per cent). But the Mail sells nine times as many copies as the Guardian, more than enough to compensate for the difference. If you want to target Labour voters, the Mail reaches more of them than the Guardian.

         Another technique is to present polling results comparing one subgroup with another, without mentioning specific numbers. It allows you to say things like ‘older men were twice as likely as younger women to think the Conservatives are on the side of ordinary people’. This sounds significant until you realise that the numbers in question (from a poll I carried out for the TUC) are 6 per cent and 3 per cent.

         So why do we get all this fuss about Mondeo Man and his friends whenever an election rolls around?

         It is partly because establishing the importance of particular groups can be politically useful. Campaigning organisations have a particular interest in arguing that their client group will be decisive and therefore make hyperbolic claims about the group’s electoral influence to attract attention from the parties and the press.

         Take as an example the claim from Operation Black Vote that ‘the black vote can decide the 2015 general election’. This was based on analysis which found 168 seats where ethnic minority voters outnumbered the majority of the sitting MP. Operation Black Vote is a great organisation that has achieved a lot, but this argument for electoral significance is equally true of every demographic group in those seats which was at least as populous as ethnic minority communities. It would apply to women, men, the over-forties, the under-forties, mums, dads, grandparents, racists, anti-racists, believers in astrology, pet-owners and so on. It isn’t possible for all those groups to be decisive.

         Thinking of electoral targets in terms of demographic niches leads parties to develop policies aimed at each niche. This is exactly the effect that lobbyists want, but it is far from a ticket to electoral success. As Labour found in 2015, firing popular rent cap policies at young people in Harlow and popular energy policies at older people in Cleethorpes made no difference when Labour wasn’t able to boost trust on the fundamentals of leadership and economic credibility. Lots of hyper-targeted policy, even if it is very popular with the target audiences, is not enough to secure victory.

         Parties that successfully use targeting use it in three ways.

         First, they use geographic targets: marginal seats, swing districts and battleground states. This form of targeting is absolutely fundamental to campaign design in constituency-focused political systems. Resources are poured into districts where an extra pound might make a difference, and kept out of places where a party is confident of victory or defeat.

         Second, their micro-targeted appeals curate and tailor the overall message, but they do not try to create a separate message. The 2016 Democratic primary was a great example of this. Bernie Sanders’s strength with young people did not come through specific youth-oriented policy offers, but because his overall message attacking corporate greed and calling for radical change resonated particularly strongly with young people. Similarly, Hillary Clinton’s success hinged on African-American and Latino voters, and came as a result of her broadcast messaging and the lasting popularity of the Clinton brand with these groups. Individualised messages on Facebook and other digital platforms fit within these overall frameworks and amplify the most compelling elements for individuals.

         Third, parties use targeting as a form of internal communications. This is partly about projecting sophistication by showing that campaign chiefs are super-advanced political strategists who can say ‘big data’ a lot. More importantly, it is about directing resources and explaining to party members and volunteers that the people they are trying to persuade have different priorities and values to your typical activist.

         One of the most famous target groups in British politics was Mondeo Man. According to Tony Blair: ‘His dad voted Labour. He used to vote Labour, too. But he’d bought his own house now. He’d set up his own business. He was doing very nicely. His instincts were to get on in life.’ Parse that: he’s a man (49 per cent of the population); from a family where at least one parent voted Labour (back when 90 per cent voted either Labour or Conservative); owns his own home (65 per cent of the population); self-employed (so could be in the trades, or running a shop or a small company), and his instincts tell him to work hard and succeed (almost everyone). In short, Mondeo Man was a pretty normal kind of a guy in the types of marginal seat Labour was trying to win. It says less about New Labour’s psephological genius and more about the peculiar internal politics of the party that this kind of person was a stretching target.

         FURTHER READING

         
            For more on how data-driven targeted campaigning can shift the vote see The Victory Lab (Broadway Books, 2012) by Sasha Issenberg. For a more sceptical take, have a look at The Gamble (Princeton University Press, 2014) by John Sides and Lynn Vavreck. Justin Fisher’s paper ‘Constituency Campaigning at the 2015 General Election’ looks at local campaign effects, while the co-editor of this volume has a tome, The British General Election of 2015 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), that gives an insight into what the parties themselves think decided the campaign. For a look at how big picture social and demographic changes shape elections more than campaign activity read America Ascendant (Thomas Dunne Books, 2015) by Stan Greenberg.
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