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Introduction


Tim Carr


When Theresa May emerged onto Downing Street on the morning of Tuesday 18 April to announce a ‘snap’ general election, the country either gasped or groaned. No one, however, doubted what the result would be. It couldn’t possibly be anything but a thumping Conservative victory. ComRes gave Theresa May a seemingly unassailable 25-point lead and 50 per cent of support. Ipsos MORI suggested that she was the most popular Prime Minister since polling began, surpassing even Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair at their peak of popularity. Labour and Jeremy Corbyn’s personal ratings languished far back. History suggested that no opposition had ever returned from such a deficit with only weeks to go. It was game-over well before half-time.


Except that by the early hours of the 9 June, the British electorate had, once again, rewritten the script. The early lofty predictions of a three-digit Conservative landslide had already evaporated, and now their anticipated authoritative Commons majority had dissipated as well. A historically high vote of 42 per cent counted for little with Labour at their shoulder with 40 per cent – an astonishing result given their position just weeks earlier. The 2017 election illustrated loud and clear that vote share matters less than seats in the UK’s first past the post system. The Tories had achieved their largest vote gain since Thatcher in 1979, but this was cancelled out by Labour achieving its largest vote gain since Attlee in 1956.


Like her predecessor in the 2016 referendum vote, Theresa May had gambled and lost in a political miscalculation of historic proportions. The Conservatives’ small, but workable, majority had gone. Their record of having only had two years as a majority government in the twenty years since 1997 was not to be extended. After a campaign widely condemned as inept and disconnected, among the milder criticisms, May’s personal reputation and authority were shredded. The British people may take a plucky loser to heart, but conversely, they dislike a seemingly arrogant loser who had it all but threw their advantage away. She would now be reliant upon the ten-strong band of Ulster Unionists to retain power, and only able to do so at all courtesy of a Ruth Davidson-led Tory revival in Scotland. In power, but without authority.


Although soundly beaten where it matters, Jeremy Corbyn had outperformed all expectations, winning over his Labour detractors and attracting plaudits for conducting an energetic and confident campaign. And so the narrative of the glorious defeat of 2017 was born. With renewed rigour and optimism among its now massive activist base, the battle cry is now ‘one more heave’.


The Conservatives thought they could rely upon two givens: the electoral liability of Jeremy Corbyn and what Stephen Bush of the New Statesman called the ‘purple firewall’: UKIP voters returning to the Conservative fold post-referendum. In the end, they were wrong about Corbyn, who turned out to be a forceful electoral asset, but largely correct about the firewall, with only one in five purple voters turning to red, rather than blue. To continue the colour theme, what perhaps had not been expected was that the reds would hoover up the Remain vote from the blues, the yellows of the Liberal Democrats and the greens.


Away from the main contest, serious fissures appeared in the SNP’s grip of Scotland, with unionist parties fighting back and swathes of Scotland rejecting a second independence referendum. With suggestions that ‘peak SNP’ has now passed, this view was symbolised by the defeat of the godfather of the SNP, Alex Salmond. The Liberal Democrats advanced, but not by much, losing their former cheerleader and Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg, at the ballot box and their leader, Tim Farron, shortly afterwards, having failed to attract the centre ground and Remainers with their stall of a second EU referendum. The Tory Welsh assault failed to materialise and Plaid Cymru made a solitary gain. UKIP imploded, failing to finish second in a single seat. Its leader Paul Nuttall, the fourth in the last two years, swiftly exited. The Greens built their stronghold walls even higher around Brighton Pavilion and went backwards everywhere else.


Much of the conventional political wisdom surrounding general elections was ripped up and a new rule book needs to be written. Election campaigns do matter. The two-party system is alive and kicking. Class is no longer the defining feature of party affiliation. An election could be won from the left. Some policies really matter in campaigns. Scots can still vote for the Tories. Campaigning by slogan has serious limitations. The young do vote and the middle classes do revolt. There has been a demise in the influence of the MSM and an increase in the importance of the new online media. And on it goes.


The 2017 campaign had some highs and saw many lows. It plunged to the darkest depths with the Manchester and London Borough Market terrorist attacks, and then within days of polling day, the horror and shame of Grenfell Tower and a further terror attack in London.


For good or ill, the 2017 campaign will linger long in our memories. Strong and Stable. Weak and wobbly. Nothing has changed. Progressive alliance. Forward, together. For the many, not the few. Stronger for Scotland. Defending Wales. Coalition of chaos. Standing up for Britain. In the national interest. The Maybot versus Monsieur Zen. The ‘most boring campaign ever’(!). Glumbucket and mugwump. Theresa May not finding anyone home. No magic money tree. An earlier than usual weekend wobble. That poor cameraman’s foot. Bloody difficult woman. Diane Abbott’s counting and her afro thirty-four years ago. Twitter abuse. Jeremy Corbyn holding a speaker aloft at a rally. David Davis and Philip Hammond not checking the ‘Hell for your family’ poster behind them. Paul Nuttall calling every woman Natalie. Smell my spaniel. The alt-left media. Ed Miliband mowing a voter’s lawn. Ed Miliband calling bingo numbers. Boy jobs and girl jobs. Labour’s manifesto leak. Campaigning in near deserted aircraft hangars. The ‘threats’ from Brussels. Oh, Jeremy Corbyn. A sudden enthusiasm for eating bags of chips. Serial U-turner. Sir Nicholas Soames campaigning on horseback. Ransomware cyberattack on the NHS. Facebook ads. Jeremy Corbyn’s iPad. Theresa May’s no-show. George Osborne’s glee. The dementia tax and lunch pincher. Running through wheat fields. Conservative MP Greg Knight’s campaign video. The Lib Dem’s disco manifesto launch. Project Fear, again. That YouGov prediction. The Lib Dem hovercraft. Big girl’s blouse and don’t be a pillock. (With thanks and apologies to Matt Chorley of The Times.)


We should have known that in uncertain times, nothing is certain. The surprises, for most, of a Conservative majority in 2015, the Brexit vote and the election of Trump and Macron, should have taught us to anticipate future shocks. Will we all learn from recent history? Probably not. The Tories could yet recover and unite around a competent leader. The next election will probably not be the breeze for Labour that some predict, as it juggles with its predicament of Northern Leavers and metropolitan Remainers. Sir Vince Cable might yet turn around the fortunes of his party. The future shape of Brexit is now less certain and voters are divided and volatile. If we can make one prediction, it is that for those of us interested in politics, the future will not be dull.


With so many profound changes afoot in British politics right now, we fully acknowledge that this book, produced so shortly after the election, barely scratches the surface of what happened in 2017 and what might happen in the future. There is a focus on the eighty-seven first-time elected and twelve returning MPs and the characteristics of the new Parliament. Expectations and predictions were again central themes of the 2017 general election and so we are very grateful that Joe Twyman of YouGov, an organisation that played a significant role in the election itself, has contributed his account of the campaign and what it means for polling in the future. With the intriguing ebb and flow of political fortunes across the country, election expert Robert Waller has provided his detailed analysis of regional voting patterns and characteristics of the new Parliament. Theo Usherwood, political editor at LBC, takes a critical look at the party’s media campaigns and shares some of his direct experiences. One of Scotland’s leading journalists, David Torrance, has cast his experienced eye over the changing political landscape in Scotland. We are indebted to them all for their insightful contributions. We are particularly grateful for the support of Octopus Group for generously sponsoring this book.


At the start of the 2017 campaign, Brenda from Bristol now famously said: ‘There’s too much politics going on at the moment.’ She might have a point. Since 2015, we have had the EU referendum; Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish devolved government elections; two sets of local government elections; mayoral elections; police and crime commissioner elections; ten parliamentary by-elections; Article 50; two Prime Ministers; two Labour leadership contests and now a general election.


However, for those of us who are fascinated, impassioned, amused and frequently baffled by politics, we are probably already thinking ahead to the next time we have to do it all over again.




The 2017 general election results


•   The 2017 general election on 8 June 2017 resulted in no political party winning an overall majority of seats, with the Conservatives winning 318 seats (including the Speaker), falling just short of an absolute majority of 326.


•   To retain power and command a majority in the House of Commons for key votes, it was necessary for the Conservatives to agree a ‘supply and confidence’ agreement with the ten MPs of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). A deal was signed on 26 June 2017 over two weeks after the election.


•   Excluding the Speaker and three deputies (one Conservative and two Labour) who by convention do not vote, and Sinn Féin’s seven MPs who do not sit in Parliament because they oppose the British government’s jurisdiction in Northern Ireland, there are 639 active MPs. Excluding the Speaker and the one Conservative deputy Speaker, the Conservatives have 316 active MPs. With the DUP’s ten MPs, the Conservatives will broadly have the support of 326 MPs.


•   Labour won 262 seats and might generally rely on support from fifty-three other MPs (thirty-five SNP, twelve Lib Dem, four Plaid Cymru, one Green and one Independent), but have two non-voting deputy Speakers, leaving the combined opposition with 313. As a result, the Conservatives have a working majority of thirteen votes.


•   The UK Independence Party’s leader Paul Nuttall resigned the day after polling day and the Liberal Democrat’s Tim Farron resigned a week later on 14 June 2017. Sir Vince Cable was appointed the new Liberal Democrat leader on 20 July 2017.


•   Theresa May (60), Jeremy Corbyn (68) and Sir Vince Cable (74) are the oldest party leaders of the UK’s three main political parties since April 1955 when Winston Churchill (80), Clement Attlee (72) and Clement Davies (71) were in charge.


•   The Scottish National Party (SNP) retained their position as the third-largest party in the House of Commons with thirty-five seats, having lost twenty-one seats.


•   Overall, the Conservatives gained thirteen seats, Labour gained thirty seats, the SNP lost twenty-one seats, the Lib Dems gained four, the DUP gained two, Sinn Féin gained three and Plaid Cymru gained one. The one Green MP (Caroline Lucas) retained her seat, as did the one Independent (Lady Sylvia Hermon). In total, sixty-nine seats changed hands.


Seats won and lost
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•   The Conservatives won 49% of seats in 2017, down from 51% in 2015; Labour won 40% of seats, up from 36% in 2015.


•   Among the MPs to lose their seats are: former party leader and Deputy Prime Minister, Liberal Democrat Nick Clegg; former SNP First Minister Alex Salmond and Westminster SNP Leader Angus Robertson; Conservative Ministers Nicola Blackwood, Jane Ellison and Ben Gummer; and Labour veterans Sir Alan Meale and David Winnick.


•   Despite suffering a net loss of thirteen seats, the Conservatives won their largest vote gain since Margaret Thatcher in 1979, but at the same time Labour achieved their largest vote gain since Attlee in 1956.


•   Based solely on those seats where the lowest number of voters needed to change their vote from 2015 to win the seat, Labour won twenty of its top fifty target seats, including thirteen of its top twenty target seats, and a further sixteen seats outside its top fifty targets.


•   The Conservatives won three of their top twenty target seats and eight in their top fifty. There were nine seats with Labour majorities of less than 1,000 that the Conservatives failed to win, including the City of Chester (ninety-three majority in 2015) and Ealing Central & Acton (274 in 2015).


•   There are now more ‘super-marginals’ than in the previous two general elections. After 2017, there are now fifty-two constituencies with a percentage majority of 2% or under. By way of comparison, there were thirty-eight after the 2010 general election and only twenty-nine constituencies with a 2% or under majority in 2015.


•   By number of votes, there were forty-one majorities of less than 1,000 in votes in 2010, thirty-two in 2015 and there are now fifty-one in 2017.


•   After the 2015 general election, the Conservatives had fourteen seats with less than a 1,000 vote majority/less than 1.8% majority). The number of Conservative-held ‘super marginals’ has increased only slightly – seventeen seats under 1,000 votes or fifteen seats under 1.8% majority.


•   After the 2015 general election, Labour had only eleven seats with less than a 1,000 vote majority (2% and under majority). There are now nineteen Labour-held ‘super marginals’ with less than 1,000 votes or 2% majority.


•   Nine of the SNP’s thirty-five seats now have a majority of less than 1,000 votes or 1.6%. It would only require a uniform swing of 0.5% to a unionistsupporting party for the SNP to no longer hold the majority of Scottish seats, although its position as the party with the largest number of seats looks secure without a dramatic loss of support.


•   Excluding Richmond Park (a by-election seat), fifteen out of the twenty largest majorities to be overturned all previously belonged to the SNP. The largest majority to be overturned was the SNP’s Banff & Buchan (14,339 in 2015) gained by the Conservatives.


•   In England, the largest overturned majorities were Canterbury (9,798 in 2015), Oxford West and Abingdon (9,582), Battersea (7,938) and Kensington (7,361).


•   There were several Labour targets with a Conservative majority under 1,000 which did not change (Morley & Outwood, Thurrock, Telford and Bolton West).


Seat changes by region


















	REGION


	SEAT CHANGES BY REGION


	SEATS PER REGION/COUNTRY


	SEAT CHANGES BY REGION







	Scotland


	21


	59


	35.6%







	London


	6


	73


	8.2%







	South East


	6


	84


	7.1%







	East Midlands


	5


	45


	11.1%







	North West


	5*


	75


	6.7%







	Northern Ireland


	5


	18


	27.8%







	East of England


	4


	58


	6.9%







	South West


	4


	55


	7.3%







	Wales


	4


	40


	10.0%







	Yorkshire and The Humber


	4


	54


	7.4%







	West Midlands


	3


	60


	5.0%







	North East


	2


	29


	6.7%








* Not including Copeland (a by-election seat held by the Conservatives at dissolution and won again)


•   Numerically and as a percentage of the region (country), Scotland had the highest number of seat changes at twenty-one constituencies, comprising 35.6% of all constituencies. Northern Ireland was not too far behind with five out of eighteen seats changing hands (nearly 28%). The remaining seat changes were numerically fairly evenly spread among all other English regions and Wales, ranging from 11% of East Midlands and 10% of Welsh seats changing hands to only 5% of West Midlands seats.


Votes and votes share
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•   Turnout in 2017 was 68.8%, up 2.6% from 66.2% in 2015 and the highest since 1997 (2017 – 68.8%, 2015 – 66.2%, 2010 – 65.1%, 2005 – 61.4%, 2001 – 59.4%, 1997 – 71.4%, 1992 – 77.7%).


•   The South West had the highest turnout (71.8%), with Northern Ireland having the lowest (65.4%). Turnout increased everywhere throughout the UK, apart from in Scotland where it fell by 4.6%.


•   At 42.4% of the vote, the Conservative vote share is higher than the 36.9% achieved in 2015 and the 41.9% in 1992, both victories with small majorities.


•   The national swing to Labour of 2% was lower than the swing achieved in 1945, 1964, 1966, October 1974, 1992 and 1997. London, the South East and the South West produced above average swings to Labour, but there were lower swings in the North East, East Midlands, West Midlands and Yorkshire & the Humber, Labour’s traditional heartlands.


•   The Conservatives increased their vote by 2.3 million to just under 13.7 million, but Labour increased its vote by 3.5 million to 12.9 million. The SNP lost just under half a million: a third of its votes from 2015. UKIP were the biggest losers falling from 3.9 million votes in 2015 to just under 600,000 in 2017.


•   Gaining four seats (a 50% increase) on 7.4% of the vote, the Liberal Democrats achieved the seats gains despite falling slightly from its vote share of 7.9% in 2015.


•   UKIP’s vote crashed from 3.9 million votes in 2015 to 594,068 in 2017 (3.04%), failing to win a seat or to come second anywhere. Having come 2nd in 120 constituencies in 2015, UKIP could only manage coming third place in 134 constituencies. They did, however, only field 378 candidates, down from 624 in 2015.


•   In 2015, the Liberal Democrats lost 341 deposits (as a result of securing less than 5% of the votes in a constituency); in 2017 they lost 375 deposits. Neither the Conservatives or Labour lost a deposit in 2017.


•   Plaid Cymru took the solitary seat of Ceredigion from the Liberal Democrats, but won fewer votes and a lower vote share than it did in 2015.


•   The Green Party’s share halved from 3.8% to 1.6%. The Brighton Pavilion stronghold of Caroline Lucas remains the Greens’ only realistic prospect (majority 14,689 with 52.3% share of the vote). Their next best performance was in the Isle of Wight where they secured only 17.3% of the vote and finished third.


•   The two-party Conservative and Labour vote share (82.4%) was the highest since 1970. Only two years ago, their combined vote share was 67.3%.


•   The Conservative Party had its highest share of the vote in the East of England (54.6%).


•   Labour had its highest share of the vote in the North East (55.4%), marginally ahead of London (54.5%).


•   In 2015 only two constituencies had a majority of over 30,000 votes. After the 2017 general election, there are twenty-five. Similarly, in 2015 only eight of the twenty seats with the highest majorities by votes were Labour. In 2017 the top twenty largest majorities are all Labour.


•   Labour increased the size of the majority in every seat it won, with spectacularly large increases in previously safe seats. It would clearly have benefited electorally if it had been able to spread its increase in votes across more constituencies.


•   To emphasise the concentration of Labour votes, Labour won a total of thirty-seven seats with a higher vote share than the Conservative’s highest vote share seat of South Holland & the Deepings (a respectable 69.9%).


•   The far-right British National Party (BNP) won 564,321 votes in 2010. This fell to 1,667 votes in 2015 but rose to 4,580 votes in 2017.


•   None of the top twenty seats with the lowest winning share of votes are in England and apart from Ceredigion (Wales) and Belfast South (Northern Ireland), the remainder are all in Scotland, which has a number of possible three-way seats.


•   Despite having made progress in Scotland, twelve out of twenty of the Conservatives’ lowest vote shares were in Scotland, with four in England and four in Wales. Twelve out of twenty of Labour’s lowest vote shares are in England, with eight in Scotland.


•   Labour achieved many of its biggest increases in vote share along the south coast of England (six seats) and the South West (six seats).


•   Labour only lost vote share in nineteen seats (out of 632, excluding Northern Ireland). Thirteen of the falls – and the seven biggest – were in Scotland.


•   The Conservatives increased vote share in Scotland at the expense of the SNP and in seats in Northern England benefiting from a collapse in the UKIP vote or the absence of a UKIP candidate.


•   Eighteen (out of twenty) of the largest falls in the Conservative share of the vote, whether they won or came second, were in London.


•   The SNP lost vote share in every constituency in Scotland, but such were the winning margins in 2015 that they retained many seats even after losing 16–18% in share of the vote.


•   One of the characteristics of the 2017 general election was a reduction in the number of political parties returning an MP to Westminster – a fall from eleven in 2015 to eight (the SDLP, UUP and UKIP failing to win a seat). The low incidence of independents or small parties winning seats in UK elections continued, with only one independent (Lady Sylvia Hermon in North Down) being returned. Only two other independents – Claire Wright in East Devon and Louise Irvine of National Health Action in Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt’s South West Surrey seat – polled highly, both finishing second.


•   In 2015, seven of the ten highest turnouts were in Scotland, coming only one year after the Scottish independence referendum and at the peak of support for the SNP. In 2017 only one Scottish seat, East Dunbartonshire, features in the top twenty turnouts and it is also the only one in which turnout fell. Across Scotland as a whole, the turnout fell in forty-eight (out of fifty-nine) seats, nationally falling from 71% in 2015 to 66.4% in 2017 – the only region or country in the UK to do so.


•   Nineteen of the twenty constituencies with the highest turnout are estimated to have voted for Remain at the EU referendum; ten of them voted over 60% Remain.


•   At 65.4%, Northern Ireland may still have had the lowest turnout as a country/region in the UK, but it also rose 6.3%, the highest increase of anywhere. Four out of ten of the lowest turnouts in 2015 were in Northern Ireland, but none featured in 2017.


•   Fourteen of the twenty seats with the lowest turnout in 2017 voted to Leave in 2016.


Parliament


•   There are 182 newly elected Members of the House of Commons, 28% of the Chamber. When combined with the 232 new MPs in 2010, it means that 414 MPs (63.5%) have been MPs for only five years or less.


•   There are now 208 women MPs among the 650 MPs in the House of Commons. At 32% of all MPs, this is the highest ever number of women MPs to have sat in a single Parliament. After the 2015 election, the House of Commons had 191 women or 29% of all MPs. There were 143 in 2010, 128 in 2005, 118 in 2001, 120 in 1997 and only sixty in 1992. Of the ninety-nine new MPs elected who were not sitting at dissolution, thirty-six are women.


•   A record number of fifty-two BME MPs (8%) were elected to the House of Commons in 2017, compared to forty-one in the 2015 parliament. Out of the forty-one BME MPs who stood for re-election, forty were returned to Westminster.


•   The new record number of forty-five LGBTQ MPs now sit in Parliament, representing 7% of the new House of Commons.


•   Early research would suggest that the proportion of MPs in favour of Remain at the time of the EU referendum has increased marginally to 73% versus 23% Leave.


•   Only thirty-two MPs stood down in 2017: fifteen Labour (including one deselected), twelve Conservatives, one UKIP (as elected), one Liberal Democrat, one Sinn Féin plus two SNP MPs were deselected. Undoubtedly because of the proximity of the last election in 2015, this is a much smaller number than usual; normally around ninety MPs stand down at each election.


•   Thirty-eight Labour and Co-operative MPs were returned to Parliament – the largest parliamentary group in the party’s 100-year history.




Thirty memorable quotes of the 2017 general election


‘You’re joking. Not another one! Oh for God’s sake.’


Brenda from Bristol, reacting to the announcement of the snap election.


‘He may be a mutton-headed old mugwump, but he is probably harmless.’


Boris Johnson comments on Jeremy Corbyn.


‘Boris Johnson is a caggie-handed, cheese-headed fopdoodle with a talent for slummocking about, who would do less damage to Britain’s reputation in the world if Theresa May sacked him as Foreign Secretary and replaced him with a souvenir paperweight.’


Tom Watson fires back at Boris Johnson after the ‘mugwump’ comment.


‘That is bollocks.’


Emily Thornberry tells Michael Fallon what she thinks about Tory comments on foreign policy.


‘I’m not Natalie, I’m Leanne.’


Plaid Cymru’s Leanne Wood corrects UKIP’s Paul Nuttall after he misnames her twice during the ITV leaders’ debate.


‘Nothing has changed, nothing has changed.’


After a U-turn on social care, Theresa May tries to reassure the electorate.


‘I don’t mean to be rude but you seem to be a bit of a glumbucket.’


Theresa May is criticised on the campaign trail by Daily Mail political sketch-writer Quentin Letts.


‘I’ll give you the figure in a moment ... It will cost ... it will obviously cost a lot to do so, we accept that ... Can I give you the exact figure in a moment?’


Jeremy Corbyn MP can’t remember how much Labour’s plan for free childcare is going to cost, during an interview on BBC Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour.


‘During the Conservative Party leadership campaign I was described by one of my colleagues as a “bloody difficult woman” – and I said at the time the next person to find that out will be Jean-Claude Juncker.’


Theresa May asserts herself after a German newspaper reports Mr Juncker describing her as ‘deluded’ and saying that it was ‘more likely than not’ that Brexit talks would fail.


‘If I was sitting in Brussels and I was looking at you as the person I had to negotiate with, I’d be thinking, “She’s a blowhard who collapses at the first sign of gunfire.” Isn’t that right?’


Jeremy Paxman interrogates Theresa May – provoking shock and applause from the audience.


‘Last night showed that Jeremy Corbyn’s minders can put him in a smart blue suit for an interview with Jeremy Paxman, but with his position on Brexit he will find himself alone and naked in the negotiating chamber of the EU.’


Theresa May has a go at Jeremy Corbyn over his position on Brexit.


‘I never do abuse, I never get angry, I’m Monsieur Zen on these matters – but it does make me slightly irritated when I get lectures about the Lib Dems.’


Jeremy Corbyn, Monsieur Zen.


‘I had an afro. It was thirty-four years ago. The hairstyle has gone and some of the views have gone. We have all moved on.’


Diane Abbott MP on changing views.


‘Look, there’s nothing in there because we’re not going to do it.’


Jeremy Corbyn MP explains that abolishing the monarchy is not on his agenda.


‘There isn’t a magic money tree.’


On BBC Question Time, Theresa May responds to a nurse who says she hasn’t had a pay rise in eight years.


‘With all due respect, Emily is not the shadow Defence Secretary. I am.’


Shadow Defence Secretary Nia Griffiths MP dismisses shadow Foreign Secretary Emily Thornberry’s comments on Trident.


‘Loads of my mates voted Leave and I don’t think they’re racist.’


Tim Farron MP gets into a heated discussion with a Leave voter, who accuses him of dismissing Leave voters as racist.


‘I have to confess, when me and my friends sort of used to run through the fields of wheat, the farmers weren’t too pleased about that.’


Theresa May reveals her naughty side during an interview with ITV News.


‘Running through fields of wheat is now officially the second worst thing Theresa May ever did.’


Sam Coates of The Times on Twitter.


‘Jeremy Corbyn would have surrendered the Falklands to Australia!’


Paul Nuttall.


‘UKIP is finished. But at least Paul Nuttall can go back to his day job as Poet Laureate.’


Sue Perkins takes a dig at Paul Nuttall on Twitter.


‘The giant sucking sound that you can hear is the SNP tide receding the length and breadth of Scotland.’


Douglas Alexander MP has some choice words about the performance of the SNP.


‘You’ve not seen the last of my bonnet and me.’


Alex Salmond quotes a Jacobite song in his concession speech after losing his Gordon seat to the Tories.


‘I, of course, have encountered this evening something that many people have encountered before tonight, and I suspect many people will encounter after tonight, which is in politics you live by the sword and you die by the sword.’


Nick Clegg, after losing his Sheffield Hallam seat to the Labour Party.


‘It was a Rolls-Royce at the beginning and a clapped-out Robin Reliant at the end.’


Tory MP Nigel Evans sums up the Conservative election campaign.


‘If the exit poll is even remotely in the right territory, it’s a political earthquake.’


Robert Peston, ITV News political editor, comments on the exit poll.


‘I think Theresa May has won own goal of the season.’


Gary Lineker on Twitter.


‘She said she was “strong and stable”. The public saw that she was weak and wobbly.’


Tom Watson MP comments on Theresa May’s familiar refrain.


‘Theresa May is a dead woman walking.’


George Osborne holds nothing back on The Andrew Marr Show.


‘Good evening. I know nothing. We, the media, the pundits, know nothing.’


Jon Snow sums up how wrong journalists and pundits were in their predictions about the election.




Scotland


David Torrance


Two years ago, Conservative Party posters depicted Alex Salmond and Nicola Sturgeon with Ed Miliband in their top pockets. A hung parliament was widely expected, one in which the SNP might credibly hold the balance of power, but instead it produced a surprise Tory majority. The 2017 general election turned this dynamic on its head: an even bigger Conservative majority was widely anticipated, yet it actually gave rise to a hung parliament, one in which the Scottish Conservatives – rather than the SNP – appeared pivotal. Not for the first time in Scottish politics, winners ended up looking like losers, and losers, winners.


Scottish National Party


Commentators had long referred to the 2015 general election as ‘peak SNP’, the party having won all but three of Scotland’s fifty-nine constituencies and nearly 50 per cent of the popular vote, and so it proved. Once in possession of a formidable campaigning machine, the Nationalists appeared caught off guard by the snap 2017 election, their campaign struggling to find a coherent theme or even a memorable sound bite.


It was, wrote Alex Massie after the event, ‘a shambles’. ‘Was it about independence? Yes, unless it wasn’t. And vice versa,’ he observed. ‘All the SNP offered was a promise to protect Scotland against the hateful Tories that many Scots decided weren’t actually all that hateful. There was no positive message, no inspiring vision.’ The SNP, which once swore by ‘positive campaigning’, instead appeared defensive and negative.


The backdrop was, unavoidably, the question of independence and, more specifically, a second independence referendum. A Scottish ‘win’ in the election, the SNP maintained, would constitute a ‘triple-locked’ mandate for the latter, building on the 2016 Holyrood result and a subsequent parliamentary vote. But having formally requested a second Section 30 Order from Westminster (granting the Scottish Parliament temporary power to hold another ballot) in early March, not only had Nicola Sturgeon’s eloquent plea fallen flat, it was rebuffed by Theresa May (‘now is not the time’) and helped boost the Scottish Tory vote at local government elections in May.


So, by the time the general election came around, the SNP was trying to find a way of diverting attention away from something that appeared to have become a vote loser. ‘The issue at the heart of this election is whether you support independence or oppose independence,’ was the First Minister’s chosen form of words. ‘Surely that decision should be taken by people in Scotland, by the Scottish people and the Scottish Parliament, and not by a Tory government at Westminster.’ Sturgeon knew she’d misjudged the mood, moving too far ahead of public opinion, but at the same time she had to roll with it.


Brexit also proved difficult. Privately, the SNP knew that many of its own supporters wanted to ‘take back control’ from Brussels as well as London, so it tried to triangulate, talking of an independent Scotland seeking ‘interim’ membership of the European Economic Area rather than immediately rejoining the European Union. But this fudge was reluctantly and only occasionally articulated, meaning its target audience didn’t get the message while hardcore Remainers detected backsliding on a longstanding commitment to ‘independence in Europe’.


Another problem for the SNP was heightened scrutiny of its record in devolved government, having recently marked ten years since entering (devolved) office in 2007. Although health and education had little to do with a Westminster election, both preoccupied voters and journalists, and whenever Sturgeon appeared on television she appeared to come under attack.


A key moment came during the first Scottish leaders’ debate on BBC Scotland, when a nurse called Claire Austin told the First Minister her work was ‘demoralising’ and that she relied on foodbanks to make ends meet. ‘Don’t come on your announced visits,’ she told the First Minister. ‘Come in on the middle of any day into any ward, any A&E department, come in and see what we’re up against.’


Newspapers later questioned some of these claims (pictures emerged of Austin holidaying in New York and dining in some style), but a Twitter rumour that she was the wife (or daughter) of a Conservative councillor quickly got the SNP into trouble. Joanna Cherry, the party’s Home Affairs spokeswoman and a QC, was even forced to apologise after repeating this peculiarly Scottish smear on television. Later, Sturgeon said Cherry had made an ‘honest mistake’, which rather implied the attacks would have been justified had the Tory connection been true.


When it came to another key policy responsibility, as Fraser Nelson noted, the SNP leader’s tactic was to ‘drag any discussion about education into the land of acronyms and statistics’. When Sturgeon tried to play down declining standards in one interview, it took Andrew Marr to remind her that ‘literacy and numeracy are kind of important’. ‘You are very good at standing and speaking at your little podium in Bute House about independence,’ remarked another disgruntled voter on a special edition of Question Time, ‘but when it actually comes to governing the country and tackling the big issues in Scotland ... the SNP and yourself are hopeless at it.’


Amid the usual anti-Tory rhetoric – Sturgeon repeatedly said voting SNP was necessary to prevent an ‘out-of-control, unfettered UK government’ doing ‘whatever it wants to Scotland’ – Nationalists followed a familiar strategy of tacking to the left in Westminster elections, promising to ‘end’ austerity (as in 2015) and restore the 50p rate of income tax across the UK (though, confusingly, it declined to do so in Scotland). Reports from the ground campaign, meanwhile, suggested the First Minister provoked strong reactions on the doorstep, ‘that woman’ being among the politer epithets. The SNP leader’s final tour of Scotland in the branded ‘Nicolopter’, once a novelty, just made her look aloof and out of touch.


Finally, the SNP simply failed to spot a mini-revival in Labour’s fortunes before it was too late. Early in the campaign, Sturgeon appeared to share the Conservatives’ disdain for the Labour leader and his electoral chances, playing down the prospect of a ‘progressive alliance’. But as the polls shifted, the SNP warmed to the idea of an anti-Tory pact and latterly descended into palpable nonsense on the eve of poll. ‘If you like Jeremy Corbyn,’ Sturgeon appeared to tell Scottish voters, ‘vote SNP.’


Panic at the Labour bounce also helped explain another key moment of the campaign when, in a second and final leaders’ debate on STV, the First Minister suggested Scottish Labour leader Kezia Dugdale had told her, in a phone call following the European referendum, that her party might consider dropping its opposition to another vote on independence. If it was an attempt to dampen support for Labour, it clearly failed, but it also did Sturgeon reputational damage. Once renowned for relative honesty and straight-dealing, she was now divulging the contents of official (and therefore private) government business. No longer did the SNP leader, the undisputed star of the 2015 election, appear to be ‘the most dangerous woman in Britain’.


Scottish Conservative and Unionist Party


The Scottish Conservative and Unionist Party entered the general election campaign on something of a roll, a remarkable phenomenon given it had been wiped out in 1997 and had failed to gain more than a single seat at any UK election since. A long-mooted ‘revival’ had begun to manifest itself in the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections and continued to surface in pre-election polling as well as in May’s local government elections, at which the SNP doubled its share of the vote and pushed Labour into third place. Given the proximity of the two elections, the party adopted one catch-all slogan: ‘We said No. We meant it.’


This was, of course, a reference to the SNP’s plans for a second referendum, opposition to which formed the centrepiece of the Scottish Tory election campaign almost at the expense of everything else. Reports during (and after) the election suggested that leader Ruth Davidson had rejected demands from CCHQ to run with the UK party’s ‘strong and stable’ mantra, realising that the only thing that mattered in Scottish politics was opposition to (or support for) another referendum.


Beyond that, however, Davidson and her party had a rather lacklustre campaign. She spent much of it on the back foot, under attack from the SNP and Scottish Labour about the so-called ‘rape clause’, the prospect of further austerity and a range of other generally unpopular UK Government policies. In the two televised leaders’ debates, meanwhile, the Scottish Tory leader was targeted by the First Minister on the same basis, only really reasserting herself on the referendum issue. Gone too were the eye-catching photo-calls Davidson had previously deployed; given she now led the largest opposition party in the Scottish Parliament, her advisers feared more tank riding would make her look frivolous.


After enjoying the obvious momentum in the first few weeks, by the end of the campaign it appeared to have dissipated, especially as the UK Tory campaign unravelled, leaving Davidson with more unpopular policies – chiefly the ‘dementia tax’ (even though it wouldn’t apply in Scotland) – to defend. Also, as in the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections, the party opted for a policy-lite approach, its manifesto being little more than a tweaked version of the UK party’s ‘Forward Together’ offering. What saved the Scottish Conservatives was its mantra-like rejection of a second independence referendum, as well as an unequivocally pro-Brexit position that played well in farming and fishing communities.


Privately, the party had identified fifteen target seats, although it took care not to confirm that publicly lest it fall victim to mismanaged expectations. Four of these constituencies were considered to be the ‘inner’ core, i.e. seats in the south of Scotland considered easy pickings. The rest, the ‘outer’ core, were to be targeted with cash and old-fashioned shoe leather. Some of the latter, like SNP Westminster leader Angus Robertson’s Moray constituency, were viewed as glittering prizes, while others, like Gordon (held by former SNP leader Alex Salmond); Banff & Buchan; Stirling; Ayr, Carrick & Cumnock and Ochil & South Perthshire were considered possible but unlikely.


Davidson visited Gordon early in the campaign and, although she was personally sceptical that the former First Minister could be ousted, her foray was designed to indicate that safe Nationalist seats were in Tory sights. Salmond responded by accusing the Tories of making ‘vainglorious boasts’, warning that Davidson could be brought ‘back down to earth with a bump’ by voters. Similarly, in Perth & North Perthshire, where the SNP staged its delayed manifesto launch,* Pete Wishart described his constituency as ‘a line’ the Conservatives would ‘not cross’. Only one of them was proved correct.


Scottish Labour Party


An indication of how much the core Tory message resonated with voters was its co-option by the other two ‘Unionist’ parties, Scottish Labour and the Scottish Liberal Democrats, both of whom took to echoing Ruth Davidson’s lines about ‘sending’ Nicola Sturgeon ‘a message’ and for the Scottish Government to get on with its ‘day job’ of managing public services in Scotland.


Unlike the Scottish Conservatives, however, Labour entered the campaign demoralised and with (understandably) low expectations given its electoral performance since 2015. Then, it had lost all but one of its MPs, while in 2016 it had slipped behind the Tories at Holyrood, and in May 2017 lost control of Glasgow City Council, Scotland’s largest local authority. Commentators believed the party had entered a Scottish Tory-like spiral of decline.


Labour strategists were, therefore, realistic, targeting just three seats: Edinburgh South (held by former shadow Scottish Secretary Ian Murray), East Lothian and East Renfrewshire, the last of which was contested by ‘Better Together’ veteran Blair McDougall. Beyond that trio, however, the party did not seriously expect to erode several massive SNP majorities in its former West-Central Scotland heartlands.


So, until the final week of the campaign, Scottish Labour leader Kezia Dugdale seemed to be done for, particularly after Nicola Sturgeon’s curveball about their private telephone conversation a few days before polling. This and a subsequent Daily Record poll that put Labour in second place (in terms of vote share and seats) indicated that something unexpected was happening. A crowd of around 200 people, meanwhile, greeted Jeremy Corbyn as he spoke in Glasgow’s Buchanan Street; not a patch on his southern audiences, but nevertheless impressive.


Basically, both Corbyn and his surprisingly well-received manifesto had put left-leaning supporters of independence – who’d deserted Labour for the SNP in 2015 – in a quandary: did they continue to support Scotland-only progressive politics (via the SNP) or help shore them up across the UK by voting Labour? Although much-criticised during the campaign, Corbyn’s apparent flip-flopping on the referendum question – sometimes he was relaxed about it, at other points opposed – probably helped lure this sort of voter back into the Labour fold.


And while Dugdale performed solidly enough, her party’s Lazarus-like comeback in the last week likely owed more to the UK-wide Corbyn ‘bounce’ than her own efforts. This meant there were, in effect, two Scottish Labour campaigns: one predicated on opposition to a second independence referendum, and the other on the UK Labour manifesto’s promise of major economic reform. The former strategy worked in seats like Edinburgh South but not in East Renfrewshire, while the latter appeared to pay dividends in Glasgow North East. Either way, perhaps the real story of the 2017 general election in Scotland was that Scottish Labour was back in the game.


Scottish Liberal Democrats and Other Parties


The Scottish Liberal Democrats, who’d lost all but one of their MPs back in 2015, also did better than expected. Like Scottish Labour, it focused on a small number of constituencies and blitzed each of them with leaflets and activists. The top priority was holding Orkney & Shetland, where former Scottish Secretary Alistair Carmichael had survived a legal attempt to unseat him following the ‘Frenchgate’ controversy,* while Edinburgh West, East Dunbartonshire and Fife North East – all held by the Liberal Democrats prior to 2015 – were also in their sights.


Meanwhile, like Labour and the Conservatives, meanwhile, the Liberal Democrats exploited anxieties about a second independence referendum while taking a more tactical approach, i.e. promoting themselves as the most credible ‘Unionist’ party in its target seats. This was hinted at during friendly exchanges between Scottish Lib Dem leader Willie Rennie and Kezia Dugdale in the second of two televised leaders’ debates.


Still, the party remained a shadow of its former self. Between 1997 and 2010 it had never fallen below ten seats at Westminster, while between 1999 and 2007 it had governed Scotland in coalition with Labour. During the campaign, however, the Scottish Liberal Democrats appeared spirited yet irrelevant. In the final week, its campaign manager Alex Cole-Hamilton was even reported to the procurator fiscal following allegations he’d breached the legal spending cap during the 2016 Holyrood election that saw him become a Member of the Scottish Parliament.


The Scottish Green Party, meanwhile, made fools of themselves. Already under fire from opponents and journalists for being little more than ‘Santa’s little helpers’ (a reference to its tendency to support the SNP at Holyrood), it went from attacking STV’s ‘bizarre’ decision not to include it in its televised debate, to admitting that it only planned to field three candidates in the general election, including co-convener Patrick Harvie in Glasgow North.


Harvie called this a ‘tightly focused campaign’, but it represented quite a drop from the thirty-two it had fielded in 2015. Cynics suggested it was standing aside to prevent too many SNP losses. UKIP in Scotland, however, contested ten constituencies, including that of MEP and Scottish leader David Coburn in Kirkcaldy & Cowdenbeath, although both he and the party – in disarray and decline following Brexit – barely registered beyond lightly-mocking stories on BuzzFeed.


The result


The SNP’s loss of twenty-one seats and half a million votes represented a dramatic setback for a party that just a few months earlier had dominated Scottish politics and appeared invincible. A dozen of those constituencies were lost to the Conservatives, who regained predominantly rural seats in the south and north-east of Scotland they’d last held in the 1990s, six to Scottish Labour and three to the Liberal Democrats. Remarkably, in terms of total vote share, the once-hated Tories ended up only 220,000 votes behind the SNP and 40,000 ahead of Labour. For the first time in a quarter of a century, the Scottish Tories had returned more than a single MP at a Westminster election.


More worryingly for the SNP, in several other seats it came within a whisker of defeat: two votes in Fife North East, twenty-one in Perth & North Perthshire and seventy-five in Glasgow East, and if the campaign had lasted another week, it’s possible the Nationalists would have lost (at least) another dozen seats. Two of the losses, Westminster leader Angus Robertson in Moray and former First Minister Alex Salmond in Gordon (a ‘McPortillo’ moment ‘on steroids’ according to Alex Massie in The Times), added insult to injury, brutally illustrating the extent of the party’s decline. No longer did its surviving MPs have five-figure majorities, and only a few counted as ‘safe’ seats.


The SNP remained, however, by far Scotland’s largest party, with thirty-five MPs and 37 per cent of the vote – an impressive result in historic terms, considering its previous high point (setting aside 2015) was gaining eleven MPs and 30 per cent of the vote in October 1974. It also remained the third-largest party across the UK, albeit shorn of its group leader and other senior Commons figures. Another ‘hung’ parliament, in theory at least, offered the Nationalists opportunities a Tory landslide would have denied them.


For Scottish Labour, the result – seven MPs rather than one – represented a much-needed reprieve after a decade of electoral decline. Significantly, it regained seats in working-class areas lost in 2015 and ended up within touching distance of winning several more, providing it with a useful psychological boost ahead of another UK election or, more likely, Scottish Parliament elections in 2021. On the other hand, this boost had unwelcome origins, since party leader Kezia Dugdale and most of her colleagues had been opposed to Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership.


The Scottish Liberal Democrats, having lost ten of its eleven MPs in 2015, also enjoyed a partial reprieve, winning two of its three target seats (and coming tantalisingly close in the other), while also regaining Caithness, Sutherland & Easter Ross from the SNP, where the former MSP Jamie Stone made a political comeback. The three Unionist parties – the Tories, Labour and Lib Dems – reduced to a single MP each two years earlier, now had thirteen, seven and four respectively. The sea of yellow on the 2015 electoral map of Scotland now included swathes of red, orange and blue.


Expectations had proved as important as the results, so while Nicola Sturgeon protested that the SNP had ‘won’ the election, it still looked like the biggest loser, while the Scottish Conservatives, who most observers expected to gain half a dozen seats, emerged as the biggest ‘winners’. It was all relative. By historic standards, Scottish Labour and the Liberal Democrats had still done badly, but not as badly as they might have.


Conclusion


The election result in Scotland turned several long-standing Nationalist orthodoxies on their head: that Scots were inherently anti-Tory, that a left-wing Labour Party couldn’t possibly win a UK-wide election and, more surprisingly, that Brexit would increase support for the SNP and therefore independence. Not only that, but the once-successful all-things-to-all-men approach was challenged on the right by the Tories and on the left by Labour. Most significantly, the prospect of ‘indyref2’ unequivocally emerged as a vote loser, even in parts of Scotland – and among groups of voters – who’d hitherto been sympathetic.


That meant the prospect of a second independence referendum was ‘off the table’ before 2021, if not for even longer: a reality acknowledged by even the most optimistic Nationalists. After promising to ‘reflect’ on her losses, however, Nicola Sturgeon announced a strategic ‘reset’ that wasn’t a reset at all, but merely a slight tweak to her preferred timescale. All now hinged upon the outcome of Brexit, the SNP promising to redouble its efforts – in London and Edinburgh – to secure a Scottish seat at the negotiating table. After all, what else was there?


Scottish Conservative leader Ruth Davidson, on the other hand, could credibly claim to have saved Theresa May’s political career by finally transforming her party from the embarrassing member of the Tory family to the point at which it made a meaningful contribution to the Conservative ranks at Westminster. But assuming she doesn’t quit Holyrood for the Commons any time soon (and she won’t, certainly not before 2021), then Davidson still has to prove herself – not only that she’s capable of becoming First Minister in a few years’ time, but that her party, rather than the SNP, is the party that is most effectively ‘standing up for Scotland’. The Tory–DUP deal, which granted £1 billion in additional funding to Northern Ireland but nothing to Scotland, punctured that conceit, though one assumes it’ll be put right in the 2017 Budget.


The Liberal Democrats’ gains in Scotland also contributed disproportionately to the UK party’s modest recovery. One of them, Jo Swinson in East Dunbartonshire, emerged as deputy leader and could, one assumes, be a future leader. Still, in Scotland as well as in the rest of the UK, the party had barely appeared on the political radar since 2015. Scottish Labour leader Kezia Dugdale will fare better – her previously shaky position now undeniably strengthened – while, on a practical level, Jeremy Corbyn’s life is made easier by having more of a choice when it comes to appointing Scots members of his shadow ministerial team.


Beyond that, the Scottish political landscape looks more stable than it’s been in several years. Ironically, Theresa May and Nicola Sturgeon, once viewed as cautious politicians, both threw caution to the wind – the Prime Minister with a snap election and the First Minister with her push for a second referendum – and both continue to grapple with the consequences of those miscalculations. In a further irony, an election that unexpectedly weakened the Conservative and Unionist Party ended up giving the Union a reprieve.


David Torrance is a freelance journalist and author of Nicola Sturgeon: A Political Life (Birlinn, 2016).





____________


* Both the SNP manifesto launch and second televised leaders’ debate were rescheduled following the Manchester terror attack.


* This concerned Carmichael having approved the leak of a contested memo alleging that Nicola Sturgeon had told the French ambassador that she’d rather David Cameron become Prime Minister than Labour’s then leader Ed Miliband. He initially denied doing so, and was challenged in an Election Court by pro-independence campaigners. He won the case but was heavily criticised by judges.




The polls at the 2017 general election: what could possibly go wrong?


Joe Twyman


At the global headquarters of YouGov in the Old Street area of London, the working week begins with a meeting of the senior management. Only twice has this meeting been interrupted. Once was for the resignation of Pope Benedict, the other for the death of Margaret Thatcher.


On Tuesday 18 April 2017, just after the Easter Bank Holiday, the meeting was interrupted for a third time with the news that Theresa May was about to make a surprise announcement outside Downing Street.


For everyone in the polling industry, it was not meant to be like this. After 2015, things had changed. The next election was going to be different. While rumours of an early election arose occasionally, the expectation was still that the country would go to the polls in 2020 – as set out by the Fixed Term Parliament Act. The polling industry specifically, along with the public more generally, would have five years to prepare for the next general election.


In the end, five years changed to just over two years.


This shorter period of time meant that, in public opinion terms, the whole context in which this surprise election was taking place was so very different to 2015. Back then the politicians, the parties, but most of all the public had five years to ‘look forward’ to that general election. Surprising though it was to some commentators, the parliament did actually last the full term, with the final year to eighteen months effectively playing the role of one long, unofficial election campaign.


In 2015, David Cameron had been Prime Minister for five years and at the end of that year would celebrate a decade as leader of his party. Nick Clegg had been Deputy Prime Minister in the coalition government for five years and leader of the Liberal Democrats for nearly seven and a half. Even Ed Miliband, the most recent appointment to the trio of leaders, had been leader of the Labour Party for over four and a half years.


In sharp contrast to this in 2017, Theresa May had been Prime Minister and leader of the Conservative Party for just eighty-four days when she stood at the podium and announced her intentions to go to the polls on Thursday 8 June. Her main opponent, Jeremy Corbyn, had been leader of the Labour Party for eighteen months, during a period of turmoil and change that included him winning two leadership elections. Tim Farron, having led the Liberal Democrats for nearly two years, was effectively the veteran leader this time around.


This difference between 2015 and 2017 is important for public opinion. The average person in the street – and the 50 per cent of people less engaged than the average person in the street – doesn’t generally pay much attention to politics. A reader of a guide to the 2017 general election may well have been aware of Theresa May from her time at the Home Office or the years proceeding. They might have known about Jeremy Corbyn from his time as MP for Islington North for over thirty years. Tim Farron’s role as Lib Dem voice outside the coalition could have rung a bell. But for the average person – people outside the Westminster bubble, not paying close attention to the day-to-day news from Parliament, largely uninterested in the minutiae of British politics – the 2017 general election had been a very different proposition from 2015.


Rather than a parliament lasting five years, the country now had just over two. Rather than over a year to get to know the leaders and the parties better as they adopted a campaign footing, the average person now had just seven weeks.


This point was crucial for public opinion, but also for the world of political polling. The 2015 general election had been a bad night for the political polling industry. Predictions of a hung parliament and a close result between the Conservatives and Labour were replaced by the reality of a surprise majority for David Cameron and his party – albeit still only a small one.


In the aftermath, these pollsters had to do a gret deal of soul searching and naval gazing after the unexpected happened on elecion night. At the same time, a number of people miraculously emerged out of the woodwork to carefully explain how they had, with wildly varying degrees of credibility, predicted the outcome all along. Members of the political commentariat added their voices, saying that the result, rather than being unexpected, had in fact been crystal clear all along.


Even as the final results of the 2015 election were still being counted, an inquiry was announced by the British Polling Council (BPC) into what had happened. It was led by Patrick Sturgis, Professor of Research Methodology and Director of the National Centre for Research Methods at the University of Southampton. Polling companies submitted data, analyses, findings and thoughts to a panel of nine experts with preliminary findings announced by the inquiry team in January 2016. A final report followed, along with recommendations, at the end of March that year.


Separate to the official inquiry, each company carried out their own internal investigations. In most cases the result of this period of research, analysis and reflection in the days, weeks and months after the 2015 general election produced very similar findings to the official inquiry: the inaccuracy had been due to the samples of people who had taken part in the surveys. In short, too many Labour supporters had been polled, while at the same time, too few Conservative supporters were included in the sample.


At the heart of this issue was a problem faced by the entire industry: how to get people to take part in surveys. In theory, measuring public opinion is straightforward. You just have to ask the right people the right questions at the right time. Of course, actually doing that is far from straightforward, particularly when it comes to finding the ‘right people’.


Response rates (i.e. the proportion of people contacted who then take part in a given survey) have been falling for many years. Large scale face-to-face surveys sometimes require visits to households up to fifteen or twenty times over a period of weeks or months to give potential survey participants an opportunity to take part. Response rates of over 50 per cent are considered a success.


Getting people to take part in telephone surveys has become more difficult over the last twenty years as people increasingly use only mobile phones, often using their landline (if they even have one) solely for the purpose of calling their mobile when they cannot find it. Even when mobile users are included in a sample – and they aren’t always – their response rate is even lower due to caller ID. As a result, response rates can be as low as under 5 per cent.


To make matters worse, these response rates are averages across the entire sample, meaning that for some hard-to-reach groups in society, the response rate will be significantly lower. This situation has, at least in part, led to the movement towards online surveys in the last decade, with respondents specifically recruited to panels and incentivised to take part in future surveys. Online surveys can never, however, hope to capture the views of those people who do not have internet access.


On top of all of this, and regardless of the method used to conduct surveys and contact respondents, the fact remains that some people are never willing to take part in polls. Even the last National Census in 2011 only achieved a response rate of 94 per cent – with response rates in some areas as low as 82 per cent – and taking part in that is a legal requirement, enforced by the threat of fines and even imprisonment.


This situation had, and continues to have, a significant impact on election polling. In 2015, one of the groups that was found to not be represented sufficiently in samples, for example, were young people who were uninterested in politics. It is these people who generally did not vote and do not vote, but the samples for surveys had too few of them included. At the same time, they had too many young people who were interested in politics saying they were going to vote – and generally for Labour – distorting the end result against the Conservatives.


The damaging effects of such a distortion were significantly pronounced by the specific circumstances of the 2017 election: amplified by an election few predicted was coming, a campaign that lasted only seven weeks, leaders who had not been in the job that long and who the average person did not know at all well. This all leads to what Sir Alex Ferguson once referred to as ‘squeaky-bum time’.


With all that in mind, the different organisations polling in the 2017 election attempted to address this issue of sampling in a variety of different ways. Some worked hard to recruit specific types of respondents to their survey panels in greater numbers. YouGov, for example, spent hundreds of thousands of pounds on precisely that. Others made adjustments to their quotas for sampling and statistical weighting to attempt to ensure their raw data was more representative of the electorate as a whole. Most polling companies did both of these things, to a greater or lesser degree. These adjustments to the sampling and weighting were, however, only the first thing on the list for pollsters to consider ahead of 8 June.


When it comes to elections, a huge amount of political polling is conducted, covering everything from leaders to policies to reaction to specific events and experimental testing of hypothetical scenarios. Ultimately, however, the thing that really matters – the thing that pollsters lose sleep over – is ‘the horse race’ between the two main parties. All polls, no matter how perfect they may be, are subject to the laws of probability and therefore have a margin of error. They are also snapshot measurements of public opinion at that given time rather than predictions of the future, but none of this matters if you get the overall story between the two main parties wrong.


What is really important out in the real world is the question of the winners and the losers: who is going to end up in charge once all the shouting is over and done with? In order to answer this question there are three separate but related elements that pollsters and pundits alike have to consider, particularly as ‘squeaky-bum time’ draws closer.


The first of these is the question of voting intention: which party respondents support. While that is obviously very important and attracts the lion’s share of attention, it is far from all that matters. Also crucial is the second element: whether respondents will vote or not. An individual survey respondent may support a particular party, but unless they actually vote, it does not make any difference. To correctly estimate the state of public opinion, both of these elements must be correctly estimated. Thirdly, the national picture derived from a national poll must then be translated into each of the 650 different, individual constituency contests that will determine the eventual outcome on the night.


Adjustments to the samples for surveys should go some way to help address the issue of turnout, but both the BPC inquiry team and internal analysis from polling companies had identified that yet more still needed to be done. To address this, some pollsters chose to predict how likely it was that certain demographic groups would turn out based on the historical behaviour of such groups in previous elections. Others chose to estimate an individual’s likelihood to vote through a question or (more often) a series of questions within the survey. Often such adjustments could be proved to have made the polling for 2015 more accurate, but only time would tell if they would be as advantageous this time around. After all, estimating who won the last election is not much use.


To make matters more complicated, these adjustments still only dealt with the national picture. Addressing how each constituency performs is an even more technically demanding process. In the good old days of Uniform National Swing (UNS), constituencies could generally be relied upon to behave themselves in a predictable manner while Bob McKenzie or Peter Snow jumped around the BBC election studio wielding their swingometer. The rise and subsequent collapse of the Liberal Democrats, the insurgency of UKIP and the takeover of Scotland by the Scottish National Party have led to hugely differing patterns of swing that vary at the individual constituency level.


In an attempt to address this potential for variation, Lord Ashcroft had, back in 2015, financed a large number of polls in 167 key marginal constituencies in the twelve months prior to the election, but that did not prove particularly enlightening. To go further and to conduct representative surveys in each of the 650 parliamentary constituencies would not just be impractical, it would also be close to operationally impossible and almost certainly beyond even the financial resources of Lord Ashcroft – who presumably has much better ways to spend his money.


Recent developments in data science had provided a possible alternative to standalone surveys in individual constituencies, but it was unclear ahead of the election to what extent this would help deliver a more accurate estimate. Such developments, along with the three important elements and the performance of polls in 2015 and 2016 meant that 2017 was inevitably approached as an ‘experimental election’. New methods would be tried, new assumptions tested and new techniques rolled out.


Of course, it is worth remembering that at the start of the campaign, in spite of everything, things actually seemed quite straightforward for the pollsters. Yes, various adjustments were needed after 2015, assumptions would need to be made and it was hoped that five years would be available to test and fine-tune everything, but at least this time the overall story was clear. In short, the general feeling was that squeaky bums would be avoided this time around.


The Conservatives started in an extremely strong position in the polls – which is, of course, a major reason why the election was called in the first place. The party had enjoyed a double-digit lead over Labour since October 2016. At the beginning of the campaign the Conservatives were on 48 per cent – 24 per cent ahead of Labour, who themselves were only on 24 per cent. A lead of this size was enormous by historical standards for any stage of a parliament, let alone during an election campaign.


The underlying data also pointed to a large Conservative win. When asked to choose who would make the best Prime Minister, 54 per cent of people said Theresa May, 39 per cent ahead of Jeremy Corbyn who languished on just 15 per cent. Additionally, the Conservatives were seen as the best party by some distance on the issue of the economy, and also on a host of other issues including immigration and Brexit, the latter most often regarded by the electorate as the most important issue facing the country. Only on housing and health did Labour enjoy a lead – and even then it was not large.


Historical precedent states the party that is ahead on leadership and ahead on the economy will win on polling day. Historical precedent also states that, in recent elections at least, campaigns do not make that much of a difference to public opinion, but as the seven long weeks rolled on, the polls offered a clear indication that this time might just be different in some respects from the electoral battles of recent years.


As the campaign progressed and manifesto launches, TV debates and U-turns came and went, the polls were clear that things were changing and the Conservative lead was shrinking. Support for the Conservatives themselves was not dropping hugely; instead it was the rise of Labour that was causing the gap to close. The degree to which Labour were closing was, however, a point of some debate as polls from different organisations told different stories. This difference was, in the most part, due to the way in which polling organisations approached the issue of turnout. Those using assumptions based on demographic groups showed much larger leads for the Conservatives than those using estimates based on self-reported likelihood to vote.


Despite this variation, however, three things remained consistent in all the published polls during the first few weeks of the campaign: firstly the Conservatives were ahead, secondly the gap was not as large as it had been at the start of the campaign and thirdly the Conservatives would still win a majority if the current polling was replicated on election day.


This situation was maintained until Wednesday 31 May when The Times published a front page of that read ‘Shock poll predicts Tory losses’. This was the result of seat estimates from a new model produced by YouGov that showed the Conservatives heading for 310 seats at that point in the campaign compared to 257 for Labour.


The YouGov model was primarily developed by Dr Ben Lauderdale at the London School of Economics working in conjunction with Prof Doug Rivers from YouGov. It was based on at least 5,000 survey interviews every day, conducted online and then combined over a seven-day period. This data was then used to estimate the probability of an individual with a certain set of characteristics voting for a particular party. At the same time, data from YouGov, the British Election Study, the Office of National Statistics and previous general elections was used to estimate the proportion of different types of individuals within each parliamentary constituency.


In order to do all of this, YouGov utilised recently developed, cutting-edge data science techniques such as multilevel regression and post-stratification (MRP) and Hamiltonian Monte Carlo analysis combined with machine learning. Each day all the data was fed into the model and, nine hours of cloud-based computing later, estimates were produced for the results in each of the 650 individual constituencies. These results were then aggregated to produce a national estimate for both seats and vote share.


It is fair to say that the first publication of YouGov’s MRP model was not met with universal acclaim. The Times described it as ‘controversial’, The Guardian labelled it ‘brave’, while others were far less kind. Mail on Sunday journalist Dan Hodges said he was ‘genuinely surprised The Times published that poll’. Helen Lewis, Deputy Editor of the New Statesman, said ‘I don’t believe this but ... it would be funny as hell’. Political commentator Isobel Oakeshott described the estimate of a hung parliament as ‘bollocks’ while the Conservative Party’s American ‘data expert’ (sic) Jim Messina announced how he had ‘Spent the day laughing at yet another stupid poll from YouGov’.


One feature of YouGov’s MRP model was that it produced estimates for the results in individual constituencies and it was this that arguably provoked the most lively debate. The model estimated, for example, that Conservative-held seats like Canterbury and Kensington could go to Labour. Having previously described the model’s findings as ‘utter tripe’ Iain Dale, the broadcaster and publisher (not least of this very book), said of such predictions that ‘if you want a good laugh, click on YouGov’s constituency prediction page’ adding that ‘Canterbury is going Labour LOL!’.


Daily seat estimates continued to be published from the YouGov MRP model throughout the remainder of the campaign, along with individual, standalone surveys from YouGov for The Times and the Sunday Times, produced using the standard methodology. Only towards the end of the campaign did these two different approaches begin to show different results.


By the eve of polling day, a range of different stories were being told by the different polling organisations when it came to estimates of the final Conservative lead over Labour, with results ranging from a one point lead to a thirteen point lead.


[image: illustration]


In addition to the polling on vote share, a number of commentators, academics and others produced their own seat estimates for the two main parties. Some of these were based on polling, some based on data such as local election results and others were based simply on assessment of the situation on the ground in individual seats.


Of all these seat estimates, only the YouGov MRP model told the correct story, and it was the one YouGov had been the first to tell back at the end of May: the Conservatives would fail to achieve a majority. In addition, the much derided estimates of Labour victory in Kensington and Canterbury both turned out to be true.
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In defence of these estimates, a seat range was also included in some of the original published data, but only the midpoint of the estimate is included in the table. YouGov’s MRP model, for example, gave a range of 269 to 334 seats for the Conservatives and between 238 and 302 seats for Labour, based on a 95 per cent confidence interval.


Overall, the story of the polls in the 2017 general election was mixed. The narrative changed from estimates of a large Conservative majority to a range of possible outcomes. In 2015 the pollster’s final estimates all showed the same thing. 2017 was very different, but it highlighted that political polling still has problems that cannot be overlooked and, for some at least, clearly still need to be effectively addressed and corrected. More work needs to be done.


And it is not getting any easier. Though YouGov’s ground-breaking work with MRP modelling points to a possible solution for the industry more widely, it is far from a magic bullet. There are no laurels on which to be resting. Polls will always have a margin of error and they will always be just a snapshot as the situation continues to evolve, but polling companies need to keep thinking and to keep adapting – particularly when things are close and identifying the overall story becomes more difficult.


With that in mind, perhaps the most interesting piece of number crunching was produced by the analyst Owen Boswarva shortly after the all the results were in. He reported that if eleven Labour voters in Kensington, twelve Labour voters in Dudley North, sixteen Labour voters in Newcastle-Under-Lyme, twenty-five Labour voters in Crewe and Nantwich and eleven SNP voters in Perth & North Perthshire had all switched to vote Conservative instead, that would have given the Tories five more seats. Five more seats would have meant 322 seats for the Conservatives, enough for a working majority once the Speaker and absent Sinn Fein MPs are taken into account.


For Conservatives generally and Theresa May specifically, the answer to ‘What could possibly go wrong?’ is: seventy-five votes.


Joe Twyman– Head of Political and Social Research at YouGov.




The media


Theo Usherwood


At just after 11 o’clock on the morning of 18 April, Theresa May walked out of No. 10. She strode purposefully across Downing Street towards the lectern, set just to the right of the famous black front door. After steadying herself momentarily, the Conservative Prime Minister then triggered what was to be perhaps the most ill-fated election campaign of modern times. Over the next seven weeks, a revered leader whose authority had seemed unquestionable was reduced to a premier held captive in the highest office of state. Behind that demise was a rudderless media operation, devoid of any discerning strategy, while her most senior advisers made wrong moves at almost every turn. And then there was Jeremy Corbyn: a Labour leader who used the power of social media to build a groundswell of support for left-wing politics never seen before in this country. He didn’t win, but he defied the odds and now the Conservative party, which was supposed to be enjoying all the trappings a landslide majority brings, finds itself in a self-induced python-like stranglehold, weak and incapable of running a government. There are many reasons for this turnaround in fortunes, but if there is one lesson for journalists only just catching their breath, it is this: the usual rules no longer apply.


From the outset the Tories were going for the big win – a triple digit House of Commons majority. That meant appealing to Labour voters who had deserted the party because of Jeremy Corbyn and winning back UKIP supporters satisfied with the Brexit result and keen for its full and swift implementation. And this in turn meant ditching the Conservative brand from leaflets and posters, limiting the appearance of Cabinet ministers on airwaves and at every opportunity talking about Theresa May, her leadership and her ability to play hardball with Brussels and negotiate a good deal for Britain outside of the European Union. But before the Prime Minister had told the Queen of her decision to go to the country, her team had to tackle the thorny issue of why a Conservative leader, who had repeatedly insisted there would be no vote before 2020, had now changed her mind on a walking holiday in Snowdonia. The reasoning outlined in the speech of Downing Street was that the other main parties wanted to frustrate Brexit. At best this reasoning sounded disproportionate. At worst, the suggestion was Theresa May was playing politics by capitalising on her party’s unprecedented lead in the polls. Of course her speech landed well in some quarters. On 19 April, the Daily Mail ran the front-page headline ‘Crush the Saboteurs’ below a picture of Mrs May looking particularly animated. But the awkward questions had started, and the campaign was not even up and running.


Two years ago the mechanics of the Tory media operation – orchestrated by the Australian election guru Sir Lynton Crosby – were straight-forward. A small number of favoured newspaper journalists would be given the announcement or revelation for the next day, a competent minister would appear on the radio or television to talk about it as the nation ate its cornflakes the following morning, and then there would be a press conference, which would be completed in time for the lunchtime news. The narrative was clear: Ed Miliband – who was in the same government responsible for the 2008 recession – would be propped up by Nicola Sturgeon’s SNP. Voters were told that meant more borrowing, higher interest rates and therefore less money in their back pockets. It was simple, it worked and there was no room for deviation. This time around, the involvement of Sir Lynton and his small team was much more limited from day one and the deficiencies became clear early on. Fiona Hill – Theresa May’s former joint chief of staff and the Tory campaign’s director of communications – was in charge of the press operation, helped by an assortment of former special advisers who had made the cut. Add to that Stephen Gilbert, who was officially in charge of the campaign, and Nick Timothy, the other joint chief of staff, tasked with writing the manifesto, and it soon became clear there were lots of bosses, all with very different, conflicting ideas. The disjointedness of the Tory media operation became clear when I was phoned by the Lynton camp on Friday 12 May. They had done some land registry analysis on Labour’s inheritance tax plans, which they said would hit nearly two million home-owners in London. It worked for us, and so we pencilled in Gavin Barwell, the housing minister for the Monday morning. But in the wake of the NHS hacking story, our exclusive was scratched by Fiona Hill’s team. Gavin Barwell, I was told, was no longer available as he had lost his voice, although from his Twitter account it clearly had not put a dent in his ability to campaign. Instead, Ben Wallace was LBC’s Tory voice for the morning to talk about how his party were improving the NHS’ antique computer network. The inheritance tax bombshell sank, never to be seen again.


The failure of the Tories to talk about Labour’s tax plans cannot be blamed for Theresa May’s inability to secure an overall majority. But one story, which many Conservative candidates did feel cut through on the doorstep, was fox-hunting. The Conservative Party policy under David Cameron had been a free Commons vote on repealing the ban. And so perhaps the story by Jack Blanchard, the Daily Mirror’s political editor, that the ban could be repealed if Mrs May secured a majority north of fifty, was inevitable. It was based on Tory peer Lord Mancroft declaring that the Hunting Act of 2004 could be overturned. Overnight, CCHQ briefed that this was just an old school Tory peer in red trousers getting carried away. It was not going to happen. The next morning the topic came up as Theresa May was briefed for her question and answer session with journalists later that day. At this point, the PM was told by one senior adviser: ‘Give the answer you want to give.’ The PM did exactly that, telling reporters she was personally in favour of fox-hunting and that a free vote would indeed follow. A London Tory candidate texted me with a very short message: Aren’t these barnacles off the boat?’ – a reference to Sir Lynton’s mantra that a successful campaign never deviates from a core message. Suffice to say, the politically toxic subject of fox-hunting was not part of the script.


Part of the Conservative’s problem when it came to the short campaign was that there was not an abundance of good will with journalists on the ground. The controlling nature of the operation has been well-documented and perhaps best summed up by a journalist working for a Cornish news website who live blogged being locked in a room by Theresa May’s aides. Cornwall Live said they were not even allowed to film the building which the Prime Minister was visiting, having been told they would only be allowed a three-minute interview in their designated room at the end of the visit. Meanwhile, at the stump speeches, Mrs May started the campaign by only taking questions from selected journalists. There were accusations many had agreed to submit their questions beforehand so that the Prime Minister’s team knew exactly what was coming and could prepare a suitably anodyne answer that included at least three deployments of the catchphrase ‘strong and stable’, a slogan that shrewder members of Team May had argued should be made into a joke in order to avoid the PM becoming a laughing stock on social media. No matter, it was not long before The Guardian’s sketch writer John Crace coined the term the Maybot, which neatly summed up the Prime Minister’s automaton-like performances that left journalists, and evidently the public, none the wiser as to what a Conservative Britain would look like in 2022.


If the Conservative media operation is best described as an abject failure, what of Labour’s efforts? The first thing to say is that Jeremy Corbyn was underestimated. While Tory MPs are now ruing the fact there was no leadership contest after the referendum, which would have given them the chance to test whether Mrs May was up to the job, Mr Corbyn – and his team – had spent the two previous summers trouncing all those who stood against him. The Labour campaign did not, of course, get off to the best of starts. Diane Abbott’s failure on LBC to answer simple questions about the cost of Labour’s plan to employ 10,000 extra police officers was a particular low point, and enraged the party’s press office who had provided her with a comprehensive brief only to be told it wasn’t needed. Other members of Mr Corbyn’s top team repeatedly found themselves in tight spots on the airwaves, unable to answer questions on everything from whether the Labour leader would use a nuclear weapon (Jon Ashworth), to exactly how the party would fund social care (Andrew Gwynne). And then there was the electoral-suicide-by-24-hour-news-cycle moment that started with the manifesto ‘leak’ on Thursday 11 May. Tuition fees scrapped, the railways nationalised, zero-hours contracts banned, 100,000 new council homes to be built every year: it was – the Daily Telegraph said – a throwback to the 1970s. At first, it did appear to be a genuine leak. Mr Corbyn was due at 9 o’clock to launch the latest party poster in Waterloo but dropped out and was replaced by an apologetic Ian Lavery, the campaign co-ordinator. It was then across the River Thames for a meeting of Labour’s National Executive Committee to approve the manifesto. Shortly before lunchtime, Mr Corbyn was driven in by a police officer who ran over a BBC cameraman’s foot. The finishing touch came later that afternoon when Len McCluskey, the general secretary of Unite, slipped as he left the meeting and was pictured on his derriere desperately trying to regain his composure. But while many Labour MPs looked on in anguish from their constituencies, those with sub-8,000 majority fearing the imminent arrival of a P45, the dial of public opinion was beginning to turn. The manifesto ‘leak’ before the NEC met allowed Corbyn to put his ideas out to the public before the more moderate members of the committee had the chance to water them down. And the imposition of election rules on 3 May by the broadcast regulator Ofcom ensuring the main political parties receive comparable coverage on radio and television meant Labour – and its policies – were starting to gain much needed traction. But the really seismic shift was still a week away with the launch of the Conservative manifesto in Halifax.


It was pitched as a brave decision from a Prime Minister prepared to take the necessary, but perhaps unpopular action to deal with one of the great challenges of our time: how to pay for the care of our elderly. It was the central plank of the Conservative party manifesto. The State would pay for your care in your own home but then once you had died, your children would, if necessary, have to sell the family home and reimburse the Treasury with the proceeds, down to their last £100,000. By lunchtime on 18 May the Dementia Tax had been born: the sacred cow of the Conservative Party – the idea that you should be able to pass your wealth onto your children – had been sacrificed at the hands of Nick Timothy. The day after, I was out with Boris Johnson on the streets of Hounslow. ‘Don’t worry,’ he told the voters as he was questioned about the finer details of the policy, ‘as long as you’re alive you’re alright.’ For Labour it was an easy win. You’d have to sell your home to pay for your care in old age. Not true, as it would be your children who would have to sell the family home. But it didn’t matter. The damage was done. Conservative candidates faced a wall of vitriol on the doorstep that weekend, and by the Monday, Theresa May had announced a cap – but insisted nothing had changed. Politicians are like the rest of us. They are human and they are fallible. But in order to be Prime Minister, they do need a certain aura, a shine that commands a certain level of respect and separates them from mere mortals. David Cameron had lots of it before the referendum. For Theresa May it was something her team worked hard to create, and had been in large part successful. At the beginning of the campaign, the Prime Minister was the Conservative’s most prized asset, while Corbyn was Labour’s most dangerous liability. But over that weekend – four weeks out from polling day – the consensus shifted. Theresa May lost that aura and what some journalists had suspected from the very beginning, that the Prime Minister was in fact cut out for mid-management but nothing more, started to ring true. From the Tory perspective, the election campaign now became about damage limitation.


On the morning of 31 May, my phone rang shortly after Jeremy Corbyn had finished a fairly dull press conference in central London. It was CCHQ. ‘It’s a coalition of chaos,’ the voice spluttered down the end of the line. ‘They don’t even know who they are putting up for tonight’s television debate. How can they run the country?’ The Tories had, of course, attempted to deal with the thorny issue of the broadcast debates on day one, insisting the PM would not be taking part in any head-to-head debates. That’s what PMQs was for, we were told. End of. It made sense. As a political leader, the received wisdom is that you only do television election debates if you need to win. If you’re twenty points ahead in the polls, there is no need. In 2005, Tony Blair declined the opportunity and won. In 2015, Cameron pulled off the same trick. Theresa May, meanwhile, had agreed to do a series of long-form interviews and take part in a series of town-hall-style question and answer sessions with the major broadcasters. But when it came to the BBC’s seven-way debate in Cambridge that evening, the baton had been handed to the Home Secretary Amber Rudd. She had performed well during the EU referendum, cutting Boris Johnson down to size on more than one occasion, and was viewed as a safe pair of hands. Jeremy Corbyn had said he would only debate the Prime Minister and yet still, nine hours until the start of the BBC’s set piece, Labour had yet to decide which member of the shadow Cabinet they were putting up – hence the phone call. By lunchtime, of course, Labour had executed their plan to lull the Tories into a false sense of security. Jeremy Corbyn would be taking part to put forward Labour’s manifesto, while the Tories were left flat-footed and redfaced. They had been outsmarted. But this debacle was about more than just bruised egos. It spoke to something much more significant. The Tories had made the election about Theresa May and her qualities when it came to strong leadership compared to those of Jeremy Corbyn. And yet, when given the opportunity to test those qualities – and the Conservative’s policies – against the Labour leader, she had shied away, hiding behind excuses and stage-managed events which for many voters at home must have felt as if British democracy itself was being somehow subverted.


Aside from the BBC’s seven-way debate, this was not a good election for television: it was a good election for social media, and Facebook in particular. The numbers were staggering for Labour. A short film of young voters at Tranmere Rover’s Prenton Park ground chanting Jeremy Corbyn’s name to the tune of a popular rock song by the White Stripes, amassed 2.6 million views on Facebook; Mr Corbyn’s election-day message, a cool 6.9 million views. And a ninety-second attack advert, criticising Mrs May’s record on security as Home Secretary in the wake of the London Bridge terrorist attack, was watched more than three million times. In total, eighteen films were posted on the Labour leader’s Facebook page between 18 April and 9 June, which garnered one million views or more. By contrast, only three films on the Conservative’s page recorded seven figures, despite the party trying to replicate their 2015 strategy by buying up large amounts of advertising on the social media site. The irony is, of course, that Labour’s online strategy was low-tech and relied on ensuring there was a constant stream of pro-Corbyn material that could be shared far and wide by supporters. Labour did not just rely on Facebook but also used WhatsApp, as well as Snapchat filters. What’s interesting about looking at both the messages which spread through WhatsApp particularly was that the argument had been won from Labour’s point of view. It was not about persuading young people to vote for Mr Corbyn ahead of Theresa May; it was about getting them to actually make it down to the polling station, of making it a point of pride to have actually voted, rather than saying they lost their polling card, or were too hungover to walk out of the front door to their nearest ballot box. It is too simplistic to say that Jeremy Corbyn did better than expected because he managed to persuade young people to vote when they hadn’t voted en masse before. But the Labour leader did break the convention that those under twenty-five don’t vote in significant numbers. It is also true that there are Tories less worried about the message and whether they need to bring about the end of austerity and scrap tuition fees, and more concerned about how that message is communicated. As one adviser to Jeremy Corbyn put it to me, the Conservative social media campaign was analogue.


Elections are always gruelling. Eighteen-hour days become the norm, while the only variation in our diet depends of what selection of Ginsters sandwiches are stocked at any given service station. But this campaign, fought in large part in the Labour heartlands in northern England and against a backdrop of two terrorist attacks, was particularly tough. There were similarities between this election and last year’s referendum – Jeremy Corbyn played the insurgent intent on upsetting the status quo, while Theresa May allowed herself to be portrayed as part of an establishment, a distant figure from the woman who stood on the steps on No. 10 just eleven months earlier and promised to represent those struggling to get by, even if it meant upsetting the status quo enjoyed by the global elites. Indeed, the Tory vote share would have been enough to secure the majority Mrs May craved had Labour’s vote stagnated as the polls suggested it was going to do only seven weeks before polling day. But instead there was a surge in support for Jeremy Corbyn many in the media failed to spot. There is a lesson there for our industry. Whether it’s learnt by the time of the next election is a separate question entirely.


Theo Usherwood is Political Editor at LBC.




The new election rule book after the 2017 general election


Tim Carr


When the 2017 general election result appears in lists or tables of election results, it may not look that surprising to future generations. A casual observer may wonder what all the fuss was about. A hung parliament had, after all, happened recently, and the government survived successfully for five years of a full-term of parliament.


Of course, the crude electoral numbers do not on their own reveal the complex and surprising background to the result of 2017. The result itself may not be unique, but the circumstances of how we arrived there certainly are, and depending upon the direction of future events, it may represent a distinct and profound turning point in the country’s political landscape.


As with all history, to make sense of what is to come, we must understand what has just passed to the best of our abilities. These are still early days and more data, research and study may alter or refine our assessment again. But right now, it does appear that much of the conventional political wisdom on how general elections are fought and how the electorate might respond has been unceremoniously discarded. Many of these unwritten rules, which in many cases overlap and interact with each other, have dominated and guided election strategy and tactics for decades. Some were already looking frayed and worn, and the 2017 campaign simply hastened their demise. Others will be more genuinely disconcerting to the political classes, as they were challenged with little or no warning, and will likely be resisted before eventually being accepted as part of the new political doctrine.


This chapter is an early, and no doubt flawed, attempt at outlining the new election rule book.


The young do vote, but the under-45s are more significant


Contrary to many expectations, large numbers of young and first-time voters did turn out to vote at the 2017 election. Precisely how many young people turned out to vote though, is still open to a degree of speculation and should be treated with caution until further data is available. We can probably dismiss some of the wilder estimates made immediately after polling day (eg. 72 per cent of 18–24s reported in The Metro, 9 June 2017) as almost certainly being inaccurate. However, early data does indeed suggest that more young people voted than have done so for many years.


Nationally, turnout was up 2.5 percentage points from 2015 to 68.7 per cent in 2017, the highest since 1997. The youth vote certainly followed and may have exceeded this trend. Historically, turnout fell among all age groups between 1992 and 2010, but has been increasing across all age groups, including the 18–24s, since 2010.


Ipsos MORI’s 2017 How Britain Voted study suggests a 54 per cent turnout among 18–24s, 55 per cent for 25–34s and 56 per cent for 35–44s. YouGov have suggested a 57 per cent turnout figure for 18–19s and 59 per cent for 20–24s. If confirmed by the British Election Study when it releases its detailed assessment in the autumn, this would probably represent the most significant increase in youth voting for decades. If such levels continue in the future, then youth voters must be considered as important a demographic group as the 25–34 and 35–44 age groups, who turned out to vote in similar numbers. This could have a profound impact upon the policy developed and targeted at the youth.


Whatever the final estimated turnout figure, the young voted overwhelmingly for Labour. Jeremy Corbyn, the party and Momentum, were clearly very successful in mobilising student and youth support, attracted by the campaign (online campaigning, youth orientated celebrity endorsements), the leader’s personality (authentic, accessible, optimistic) and their policy platform (including the reintroduction of maintenance grants and abolition of university tuition fees, clearly set out in the party’s manifesto).


Ipsos MORI estimate that 62 per cent of 18–24-year-olds (73 per cent of women, the highest in any population segment, and 52 per cent of men) voted for Labour versus only 27 per cent for the Conservatives. The next age group, 24–34 similarly voted 56 per cent Labour to 27 per cent Conservative. Lord Ashcroft’s post-election survey estimated 67 per cent Labour to 18 per cent Conservative for the 18–24s, and 58 per cent Labour to 22 per cent Conservative for the 25–34s.


It is also clear that the size of the electorate in several constituencies with large student populations rose by more than 10 per cent, including Canterbury (which famously changed hands with 13,000 more Labour votes), Cambridge (an increase of over 10,000 votes for the Labour candidate), Bristol West (a stunning increase in the Labour vote of 24,000 votes) and Leeds Central (a Labour increase of 9,000 votes). In all these seats, the Liberal Democrats and Green Party found themselves squeezed dramatically.


However, while attracting the youth vote obviously helped Labour and was clearly instrumental in some seats, the notion that it was the young who turned the tide in favour of Jeremy Corbyn is probably exaggerated. The young have generally voted definitively for Labour. For instance, in 2015 it was 43 per cent Labour to 27 per cent Conservative for 18–24s).


Probably more significant electorally was the move to Labour by voters in their thirties and forties. These voter groups shifted massively towards Corbyn’s Labour in 2017 and will be of greater concern to the Conservatives looking to the future. We do not yet know in detail why these age groups deserted the Conservatives, but consisting of people with children, mortgages, careers and older living parents, they may have viewed the proposed ‘dementia tax’ and changes to free school lunches particularly negatively.


Evenly split in 2015, according to Ipsos MORI (36 per cent Labour to 33 per cent Conservative and 35 per cent each respectively), both groups moved towards Labour in large numbers in 2017, leading by 56 per cent to 27 per cent among 25–34s – a huge gap of 29 percentage points – and 49 per cent Labour to 33 per cent Conservative among 35–44s – a gap of 16 percentage points. Lord Ashcroft’s post-election polling confirmed near identical numbers.


As the academic Professor Matthew Goodwin has pointed out, of the twenty seats where the Labour vote increased most dramatically, on average the dominant group is 30–44-year-olds, not 18–24-year-olds.
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