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This article deve lops  a c rude  but  robust  m e t h o d  for creat ing plausible 
future general  e lec t ion  results on  the  basis of previous  changes  in the  
w ) t e - - t h a t  is, counter fac tua l  future  results. By match ing  cons t i tuenc ies  
from two  elect ions  accord ing  to the  relative electoral  pe r fo rmance  of all 
the  significant political parties, many  of  the  practical  p rob lems  of project- 
ing previous  changes  in the  dis t r ibut ion of votes  can be  overcome.  The 
m e t h o d  is demons t r a t ed  using the  example  of recen t  general  e lect ions  in 
Great  Britain to create  a n u m b e r  of p ro jec ted  ou t comes  for a fictional 
general  e lec t ion in 1996. The  impl ica t ion of these  results is that,  barr ing 
some strictly u n p r e c e d e n t e d  t ransformat ion  in the  electorate,  the  parties, 
or the  electoral  system, no  party o the r  than  the  Conservat ives  can  form a 
majority g o v e r n m e n t  at the  nex t  election.  We  can  say this  wi th  some confi- 
dence ,  because  tes t ing the  m e t h o d  using all the  British general  e lect ions  
in the  per iod  of  1970 to 1992 shows  it tn p roduce  a range of scenarios 
that  have  neve r  b e e n  awry by more  than  eight  seats. 
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Introduction 

What  goes  around,  c o m e s  around.  
]American p o p u l a r  saying] 

Wha t  do  w e  mean  w h e n  w e  say that  a g iven e lec t ion  is similar to, or  r emin i scen t  

of, a p rev ious  e lec t ion?  Wha t  c o m m e n t a t o r s  are usual ly saying is little more  than 
that  some  vers ion  of  the  nat ional  change  in the  vo tes  for each  par ty  (or  the  ' swing '  
b e t w e e n  par t ies)  is of  a s imilar  value to that  r e c o r d e d  at p rev ious  e lect ions .  Less 
often,  t hey  suggest  that  a par t i cu la r  regional  pa t t e rn  of  change  in the  d is t r ibut ion  

of  the  vote,  or  even  the  d is t r ibu t ion  of  the  vote  in an individual  seat, is similar. 
Wha t  these  c o m m e n t a t o r s  are do ing  is loose ly  c o m p a r i n g  some measure  of  the  
relat ive p e r f o r m a n c e  of  the  major  par t ies  b e t w e e n  p rev ious  success ive  e lec t ions  
w i th  that  b e t w e e n  the  e l ec t ion  on w h i c h  they  are n o w  c o m m e n t a t i n g  and its p rede-  
cessor .  In this  ar t ic le  w e  a t t e m p t  the  same task in a more  sys temat ic  manner ,  consis-  

ten t ly  c o m p a r i n g  e lec t ion  resul ts  over  t ime.  
O n c e  w e  can c o m p a r e  e lec t ions  over  t ime  consis tent ly ,  it b e c o m e s  poss ib le  to 

p ro j ec t  p rev ious  changes  in the  pa t t e rn  of  votes  on  to k n o w n  e lec t ion  resul ts  to 
gene ra t e  a range  o f  ' p r e c e d e n t e d '  fu ture  e lec t ion  results.  There  will  be  a genera l  
e l ec t ion  in Britain before  Apri l  1997, mos t  p r o b a b l y  some  t ime in 1996. That  
e l ec t ion  will  a lmost  cer ta in ly  be  fought  in substant ia l ly  the  ' same '  seats as p rev ious  
pos t -war  e lec t ions  and by  substant ia l ly  the  ' same '  par t ies .  In this  art icle var ious  
m e t h o d s  are d e v e l o p e d  to p ro j ec t  p laus ib le  resul ts  for that  e lec t ion  on the basis of  

the  last e leven  genera l  e lec t ions  of  the  pos t -war  p e r i o d  1955-1992.  t 

Recent British Electoral History and the Electoral Triangle 

The p e r i o d  s ince 1955 has seen many  changes  of  gove rnme n t  and the rise of  the  
third party with in  a relat ively stable e lectoral  s t ruc ture  (Stevenson, 1993). Figure 1 
shows  the  d is t r ibut ion  o f  votes  by seat for the  th ree  main par t ies  at each  e lec t ion  
using the  s tandard  e lec tora l  t r iangle (Upton,  1976; 1994; Miller, 1977). Readers  w h o  
are unfamil iar  wi th  the  e lec tora l  t r iangle may need  some gu idance  in in te rpre t ing  
Figure 1. In the  e lec tora l  t r iangle the  share of  the  vote  ga ined  by each  of  the  th ree  
main  par t ies  in each  cons t i tuency  is d i sp layed  graphica l ly  by a dot.  A dot  falling in 
the  u p p e r  subsec t ion  of  the  tr iangle r ep resen t s  a seat w o n  by  the  third par ty  (Liberal 
Party, Liberal/SDP Alliance, or  Liberal Democra ts ) .  A dot  in the  b o t t o m  right-hand 
subsec t ion  r ep resen t s  a scat w o n  by  the Conservat ive  Party. Similarly, a dot  in the  
b o t t o m  left-hand subsec t ion  r ep resen t s  a seat w o n  by  the  Labour  Party. The c loser  
the  do t s  are to the  bounda r i e s  b e t w e e n  the subsect ions ,  the  more  marginal  are the  
scats that  they  represent .  The  h is togram on the base of  the  tr iangle r ep resen t s  the  
d is t r ibut ion  of  votes  in seats in w h i c h  there  was  no  third-par ty  candida te  (hence ,  
the  h is togram d i sappea r s  after 1979). Seats w h e r e  the  main par t ies  did not  s tand 
(i.e., Nor the rn  I re land after 1970 or  w h e r e  the  Speaker  dec la red  h imsel f  to be  
i n d e p e n d e n t )  are s h o w n  as dots  to the  r ight  of  the  main triangle. The pa t te rn  fo rmed  
by the  dots  shows  the  ' shape '  of  the  vote  at each  genera l  e lect ion.  The change  in 
that  shape  over  t ime shows,  in outl ine,  the  evolu t ion  of  British e lectoral  compet i -  
t ion. 2 (Figure 1 can be  c o m p a r e d  wi th  Table 1 w h i c h  shows  the n u m b e r  of  seats 
w o n  by  the main  par t ies  at each  e lec t ion  in a more  familiar manner . )  

The  e lec tora l  t r iangle  is not  res t r i c ted  to showing  the  resul ts  of  a single e lect ion.  
The  change  in the  relat ive p e r f o r m a n c e  of  any th ree  par t ies  can be d i sp layed  by 
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plot t ing the share of the vote given to each party at two, usually successive, 
e lect ions are two dots. An arrow joining the two dots (and with its head po in t ing  

to the later of the two elect ions)  represents  the change  in the relative percentage  
share of the vote of the three parties. This is shown in Figure 2 using the example  
of change  b e t w e e n  the general  e lect ions of 1983 and 1987 in a singlc seat, 
Greenwich .  The length of the arrow, and the angle which  it makes with some given 
reference line, provides a visual representa t ion  of the direct ion and magni tude  of 
electoral change.  This t echn ique  is used in Figure 3 where  the change  in the relative 
percentage  share of the vote in every cons t i tuency  in main land  Britain b e t w e e n  the 
1987 and 1992 general  e lect ions  is shown  by arrows supe r imposed  on an equal 
popula t ion  cartogram with  the axes of the triangles omit ted  to clarify, the figure. 
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TABLE 1. British election results, 1955-92 

Election 
year Con. Lab. Lib. Nat. Other 

1955 344 277 6 3 
1959 365 258 6 1 
1964 304 317 9 
1966 253 363 12 2 
1970 330 287 6 1 6 
1974Feb. 297 301 14 9 14 
1974Oct. 277 319 13 14 12 
1979 339 269 11 4 12 
1983 397 209 23 4 17 
1987 376 229 22 6 17 
1992 336 271 20 7 17 

Note: Includes Northern Ireland. Lib. = Liberal Party 
1945-79, Liberal/SDP Alliance 1983-7, Liberal 
Democrat Party 1992. Nat. = combined SNP and 
Plaid Cymru. 
Source: King et  aL, 1993: 249; COI, 1991. 
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FIG. 3. Change in the relative share of the vote fi)r the three 
'main' parties, 1987-92 

The cartogram is shown  here to illustrate the ex ten t  of variation in change  in the 
vote b e t w e e n  individual cons t i tuenc ies  (Dorling, 1992). ~ 

What to Project? 

How many  t imes have we  heard commenta to r s  on elect ion night  suggesting that 
the results represen t  a repet i t ion  of '1964'  or of "1970'? How often have they 
asserted that a given electoral result is ' unp receden t ed ' ?  How often is it suggested 
that a victory for a given party is 'of  historic propor t ions '?  As William Miller and 
his co-authors (1990, p. 1) have po in ted  out, professional electoral commenta to r s  
"always measure  events  against expecta t ions ' .  W h e n  they are surprised by an 
elect ion result, then,  it is e i ther  because  the result really is surpris ing or because  
the expec ta t ions  were  over- or under-inflated. Ivor Crewe, wri t ing before the 1992 

elect ion (1991, p.23) suggested that 
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the three election defeats of the past decade have left Labour so far behind 
the Conservatives in the popular vote that the electoral turnaround needed 
to restore Labour to office at the next election will have to be extraordi- 
nat T by historical standards. 

What  we  need  to establish, then,  is exactly what  those 'historical standards '  are: 
what  w o u l d  h a p p e n  tf  history were  to repeat  itself?. The rest of this article is, there- 
fore, c o n c e r n e d  wi th  establishing reliable b e n c h m a r k s - - ' c o u n t e r f a c t u a l '  results for 

a future  '1996'  e lect ion based on previous  general  e lect ions against which  such 

compar i sons  can be made. The analysis, then,  is of the 'what  if' variety: c onc e r ne d  

wi th  w h a t  would  h a p p e n  i f  history were  to repeat  itself. But how  are we  to estab- 

lish reasonable  expecta t ions  of the outcome? 
Academic psephologis ts  seem to have developed a small industry dedicated to 

the task o f  p red i c t i ng  the ou tcome  of British general  e lect ions on the basis of such 

data as poll results (Whiteley, 1979), local e lect ion results (Curtice and Payne, 
1991), geographical ly referenced socio-economic data (such as house prices and 
u n e m p l o y m e n t - - S p e n c e r ,  Beange, and  Curtice, 1992), studies of individual vot ing 

histories (such as can be d rawn  from the British Election Panel Studies to create a 

' f low of the vote m a t r i x ' - - s e e  Johns ton ,  Pattie, and Allsopp, 1988) or the early 
results on elect ion night (Brown and Payne, 1975). For an overview of statistical 

methods  for electoral forecasting see Payne (1992). 
Each of these methods  raises significant problems.  Most directly, methods  which  

use informat ion which  is taken to indicate c u r r e n t  voting in ten t ion  (e.g., voting 
behav iour  in local elections,  cur ren t  socio-economic data or responses  to op in ion  

polls) may have some utility in answer ing  ques t ions  about  what  would  happen  if 

there were  a general  e lect ion t o m o r r o w  ( the s tandard op in ion  poll question),  but  
that answer  may have little re levance to the ou tcome  of a general  e lect ion three 
or four years hence.  A second  prob lem is raised by the contex t  in which  such data 
is g a t h e r e d - - a n s w e r i n g  an op in ion  poll is, as the last British general  e lect ion demon-  

strated, not  at all the same as actually vot ing at the poll ing station. Even polls taken 

only a few hours  before the vote can be unrel iable  (Moon, 1992, p.159). Likewise, 
local e lect ions cannot  be taken as a proxy for general  elections,  just as complex  

correlat ions b e t w e e n  socio-economic  variables and party-preference cannot  be 
automatical ly assumed to be stable. To project  general  elections,  we would  argue, 
the primary requ i remen t  is general  e lect ion data. Finally, while the British Election 

Studies panel  surveys do provide a good source of information,  the size of the 
sample means  that cons t ruc t ing  a flow-of-the-vote matrix can only be done  at a 

regional scale (see Johns ton  and Pattie, 1993), while a real general  e lect ion will, of 
course, be fought in some 651 plus const i tuencies .  

In order  to operate  at the cons t i tuency  level, in the interests  of geographical  
realism, one  is forced to a b a n d o n  using a flow-of-the-w)te matrix and settle instead 
for the less satisfactory ' change  in the percentage  share of the vote ' .  This, of 
course,  raises significant problems.  Firstly, it is voters, not  cons t i tuencies ,  which  
vote. Thus,  to create a realistic flow-of-the-w)tc matr ix  one  would  require  infor- 
mat ion  on migrat ion b e t w e e n  cons t i tuencies ,  data on  individual  deaths and data 
on individuals  reaching the age of minori ty.  As we have little hope  of construct-  
ing such a matr ix  at the cons t i tuency  level, we  are forced back to using aggregate 
const i tuency- level  vot ing data, and thus  the change-in-the-percentage-vote-share 
measure  of change.  However ,  we  thus conf ron t  a major  ' p rob lem of propor t ion-  
ate swing '  (McLean, 1 9 7 3 ) - - t h e  fact that a small change  in the percentage  of the 
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vote share of a party wi th  a large establ ished pe rcen tage  share of the vote is going 

to be m u c h  larger than a change in the pe rcen tage  of the vote share of a party 

wi th  a small es tabl ished pe rcen tage  share of the vote. By pro jec t ing  historical 
change  in the percen tage  of the vote share from a s i tuat ion in wh ich  a given party 

had a small es tabl ished vote on to a s i tuat ion in which  that party has a large estab- 
l ished percen tage  of the vote, we  risk creat ing absurd results. This issue is, 

however ,  addressed below.  

A N e w  M e t h o d  f o r  P r o j e c t i o n  

How then are wc to project  previous  changes  in the percentage  share of the w)te 

on to k n o w n  results? The general  p rob lem has been  well descr ibed by Budge and 

Farlie (1977, p.450): 

At the start of any attempt to estimate the next set of [election] results 
we have to decide whether the next election will repficate the last set (in 
which case we simply use the previous figures) or whether it will differ 
(and if so, in what way and to what extent). 

Having already decided on using const i tuency-level  general e lect ion data, the next  
task is that of deciding wh ich  general  e lect ions to use. In this article, elect ions 
results have b e e n  drawn from the per iod "within living memory '  of much  of the 
populat ion.  Although there have been  significant social, political, and demographic  

changes  over the four decades covered,  many of those people  w ho  voted in 195~ 

will still be registered to vote in 1996 and hence  these are not entirely discrete eras 
(despite  a "decade of dea l ignment ' ,  party identif ication is still seen as strong 

th roughout  the lifecourse, and beyond  it through the political socialization of 
children).  Moreover, in spite of major political changes,  the actual electoral 

sys tem--p lura l i ty  w)ting wi th in  some 600 plus mainland seats~--remains  virtually 

identical save for a few innocuous  boundary  changes.  
How should 'what  if' project ions  be generated? This can be expressed more 

formally as a ques t ion  of how to gain a counterfactual  result for elect ion q by 
project ing from the vote for a given party at a k n o w n  elect ion p on the basis of 
the change  in the relative percentage  share of the w)te for a set of parties be tween  

previous elect ions a and b. For example,  we may wan t  to project  the future '1996'  

elect ion (q) from the 1992 results (p) on the basis of the change  in the w)te from 

the 1959 elect ion (a)  to the 1964 elect ion ( b ) - - i n  short, what  would  be the result 
of an identically large rise in the Labour w)te? Alternatively, we  may want  to project 

from 1992 q~) to a prospect ive  1996 (q) on the basis of the most recent  pair of 
elections,  ! 987 (a)  to 1992 (b), (i.e., with p equal to b ) - - i n  short, would  "one more 
heave' ,  exactly the same as the last one, be enough  for Labour to win a work ing  

majority? 
The traditional me thod  involves taking a simple measure  of 'uni form swing '  and 

applying that swing to the dis t r ibut ion of votes in each seat at the last e lect ion to 

generate  a project ion for the next  e lect ion (as in Harrop and Shaw, 1989). Such an 
approach,  while  simple to execute  (in terms of the electoral triangle the same 
d isp lacement  would  apply to every dot), suffers from the weakness  of totally ignor- 
ing geographical  variation in the change  in the vote. (riven the increasing geograph- 
ical variation in swings in recent  years ( lohns ton ,  Pattie, and Allsopp, 1988), this 
fact may lead to doubts  about  accept ing  the implicat ions  of such a calculation. 



130 Historical Precedent and British Electoral Prospects 

A c k n o w l e d g i n g  geograph ica l  var ia t ions  in the  change  in the  vote,  a more  sophis-  
t i ca ted  a p p r o a c h  migh t  be  to m o d e l  each  cons t i t uency  separa te ly  (Har rop  and 
Shaw, 1989; Budge and Farlie, 1977). In t e rms  of  the  e lec tora l  t r iangle  w e  w o u l d  
s imply  d i sp lace  the  do t  r ep r e sen t i ng  a g iven cons t i t uency  by  the  same values  as 
those  g e n e r a t e d  by  the  change  in the  relat ive p e r c e n t a g e  share  o f  the  vote  in that  
cons t i t uency  b e t w e e n  ou r  t w o  'base '  e lec t ions  (a  and  b). However ,  such  an 
a p p r o a c h  only  r ep laces  the  geograph ica l  overs impl i f ica t ion  of  app ly ing  a uni form 
nat ional  change  in the  vo te  w i th  a geograph ica l  f e t i s h i s m - - i t  ignores  the  fact that  
seats  change  over  t ime,  in effect  t rea t ing  space  ( cons t i tuenc ie s )  as a neutra l  refer- 
ence  ra ther  than  as a dynamic  and c o n s t r u c t e d  social  ent i ty  (Pred,  1988). For  
example ,  a Tory  seat, w h i c h  was  'safe '  in 1983 and w h i c h  swung  dramat ica l ly  
t o w a r d s  Labour  in 1987, w o u l d  no t  necessar i ly  swing  at the  same rate and in the  
same d i rec t ion  in 1992 because  it w o u l d  have b e c o m e  a marginal  seat. Fur ther ,  this 
m e t h o d  suffers f rom the  ' p r o b l e m  of  p r o p o r t i o n a t e  swing '  (McLean, 1973) or, using 
the  e lec tora l  t r iangle,  p r o p o r t i o n a t e  change- in- the-vote  (a 5 p e r c e n t  increase  in the  
Conserva t ive  vo te  in a seat  in w h i c h  the  Conservat ives '  p r io r  share  of  the  vote  was  
20 p e r c e n t ,  is not  c o m p a r a b l e  to a 5 p e r c e n t  increase  in the  Conservat ive  share of  
the  vo te  in a seat  w h e r e  the  p r io r  Conserva t ive  vote  is 60 p e r c e n t  (a lit t le of  a little 
is a little, wh i l e  a lit t le or  a lot is ra ther  more!) .  Fur ther ,  if voters '  dec i s ions  and 
pa r ty  s t ra tegies  are increas ingly  s h a p e d  by  the  pr io r  e lec tora l  ba lance  in a g iven 
seat  (voters  vo te  tactically,  par t ies  target  marginals) ,  then  main ta in ing  geographi- 

cal constancy risks ignoring the electoral context. ~ 
What  is requi red ,  then ,  is a m e t h o d  w h i c h  can ma tch  cons t i t uenc ie s  accord ing  

to some  indica t ion  of  s imilari ty in the  e lec tora l  con tex t ;  only  then  is it poss ib le  to 
p ro j ec t  the  change  in the  vo te  in the  first cons t i t uency  of  a pa i r  o f  ear l ier  e lec t ions  
on  to the  k n o w n  resul t  of  some  later  e lect ion.  The  nex t  p r o b l e m  is h o w  to ma tch  
pairs  of  cons t i t uenc ie s  in a way  that  is bo th  r igorous  and plausible .  That  is to say, 
w h i c h  a cons t i t uency  should  w e  use to m o d e l  the  change  in the  vote  from a given 
p cons t i tuency?  The  obv ious  a n s w e r - - c o m p a r i n g  the  same cons t i t uency  at each  
e l e c t i o n - - i s ,  as w e  have argued,  p rob lemat i c .  

Wha t  is r equ i r ed  is a c o m p a r i s o n  of  the  relat ive p e r f o r m a n c e  of  par t ies  in 'poli t-  
ically '  s imilar places.  Such a c o n c e p t  could ,  of  course ,  be  very complex .  'Poli t ical '  
s imilari ty cou ld  be  de f ined  in a n u m b e r  of  ways.  For  example ,  one  may  wish  to 
c o m p a r e  p l aces  w h i c h  have had  similar  levels of  u n e m p l o y m e n t ,  e thn ic  diversi ty,  
p ro fess iona l  worke r s ,  and  so on. 

W h a t e v e r  def in i t ion  is chosen  for the  re levant  indices  o f  similarity,  the  quanti ta-  
t ive p r o c e d u r e  is m u c h  the  same. W e  w o u l d  try to m a t c h  each  cons t i t uency  wi th  
the  most  s imilar  cons t i t uency  according to the indices. Thus, if the  index  was  the  
rat io of  the  Registrar  Gene ra l ' s  social  classes I, II, and  IIIN, to classes IIIM, IV, and  
V, then  a seat  w h e r e  this  rat io was  roughly  1 : 1 at the  first e lec t ion  of  the  base 
pa i r  ( a )  w o u l d  be  pa i red  wi th  the  seat c losest  to having an ident ica l  rat io at the  
e lec t ion  f rom w h i c h  w e  are p ro j ec t i ng  (p). In short ,  ra ther  than  saying some th ing  
about  the  relat ive p e r f o r m a n c e  of  par t ies  in cons t i t uency  x at two  e lect ions ,  w e  
cou ld  say some th ing  abou t  the  relat ive p e r f o r m a n c e  of  par t ies  in a cons t i t uency  of  
type z at t w o  e lec t ions .  Each cons t i t uency  at a g iven e lec t ion  (p) can then  be  
c o m p a r e d  wi th  the  cons t i t uency  w h i c h  most  near ly  a p p r o x i m a t e s  to it in t e rms  of  
the  c h o s e n  index  at the  ear l ier  of  the  t w o  prev ious  e lec t ions  (a) .  

Because  o u r  in te res t  is in the  fu tu re  e l ec to ra l  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  the  main  par t i e s  
in Britain, the  i n d e x  on  w h i c h  w e  have  sough t  to m a t c h  pai rs  o f  c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  
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in this  ar t ic le  is the  p a t t e r n  o f  vo t e s  for  t hose  pa r t i e s  in the  p r e v i o u s  e l ec t ion  
( this  a p p r o a c h  also has  t he  advan tage  o f  b e i n g  p a r s i m o n i o u s  w i t h  the  d a t a - - w e  

on ly  r equ i r e  a tab le  o f  gene ra l  e l ec t i on  resul ts) .  Thus,  for  e x a m p l e ,  in o r d e r  to 
p r o j e c t  a resul t  for  t he  ' 1996 '  (q)  e l e c t i o n  f rom the  1992 (p)  e l ec t i on  based  on  
the  c h a n g e  in the  vo te  b e t w e e n  the  1987 (a )  and  1992 (b)  e l ec t ions ,  seats  are  
m a t c h e d  in t e rms  o f  the  re la t ive  pos i t i ons  o f  the  pa r t i e s  in the  p r e c e d i n g  
e lec t ions ,  1992 (p)  and  1987 ( a )  r e spec t ive ly .  Hence ,  a c o n s t i t u e n c y  w h i c h  had  
e l ec t i on  resul t s  of  Conse rva t ive  42.8 p e r c e n t  o f  the  vote ,  Labour  46.1 p e r c e n t  
and  Liberal  D e m o c r a t s  9.9 p e r  c en t  in 1992 w o u l d  be  p a i r e d  w i th  a c o n s t i t u e n c y  
w h i c h  had  e l ec t ion  resul t s  of  Conse rva t ive  42.8 p e r c e n t .  Labour  46.1 p e r c e n t .  
Al l iance  9.9 p e r c e n t  in 1987, o r  w i t h  the  ' nea re s t '  c o n s t i t u e n c y  to  that  result .  
That  is to say, w e  w o u l d  m a t c h  c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  a c c o r d i n g  to the  smal les t  d i s t ance  
b e t w e e n  the i r  co -o rd ina t e s  w i th in  the  e l ec to ra l  t r iangle  ( see  Figure  1). 6 This  gives  
a full set  o f  ' m a t c h e d  pa i rs '  o f  c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  ( a l t hough  it is pos s ib l e  for  a n u m b e r  
o f  the  p c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  to  be  m o d e l l e d  f rom a s ingle a c o n s t i t u e n c y ) .  The  p e r c e n t -  

age c h a n g e s  in the  vo te  b e t w e e n  the  base  pai rs  of  e l ec t ions ,  a and  b, in the  first 
c o n s t i t u e n c y  o f  the  pa i r  is t hen  u sed  to g e n e r a t e  a h y p o t h e t i c a l  resul t  for  the  
e l ec t i on  q p r o j e c t i n g  f rom the  p r e v i o u s  e l ec t i on  p in the  s e c o n d  c o n s t i t u e n c y  of  
the  pair .  7 

This  m e t h o d ,  then ,  has  severa l  ma jo r  advantages .  First,  the  p r o b l e m s  o f  a shift- 
ing g e o g r a p h y  are  o v e r c o m e  by  the  m a t c h i n g  o f  seats  on  the  g r o u n d s  of  e l ec to ra l  
s imi lar i ty  r a the r  than  g e o g r a p h i c a l  con t inu i ty .  Second ,  the  p r o b l e m s  ra ised  by 
par t i e s  fai l ing to c o n t e s t  seats  at o n e  o r  o t h e r  of  the  t h r e e  k n o w n  e l ec t i ons  are  
e l im ina t ed  b e c a u s e  seats  are  m a t c h e d  on  the i r  re la t ive  e lec to ra l  p e r f o r m a n c e .  
Third,  imposs ib l e  or  i l logical  resu l t s  ( such  as a pa r ty  inc reas ing  its vo te  unti l  it 
e x c e e d s  the  total  e l e c t o r a t e )  are  v i r tua l ly  abo l i shed .  Four th ,  and  impor t an t ly ,  only  
m o v e m e n t s  w i th in  the  e l ec to ra l  t r iangle  w h i c h  have  ac tua l ly  h a p p e n e d  in the  past  
are p r o j e c t e d  into  the  future:  if c h a n g e s  in the  p e r c e n t a g e  share  of  the  vo te  did  
not  resul t  in the  de fea t  of  a c a n d i d a t e  then ,  t hey  will  hard ly  eve r  do  so in ou r  
p ro j ec t ion .  The  p r o b l e m  of  us ing  p r o p o r t i o n a t e  m o v e m e n t s  wi th in  the  e lec to ra l  
t r iangle  is d ramat i ca l ly  r e d u c e d  by  m a t c h i n g  seats  a c c o r d i n g  to s imilar  pos i t ions .  
Finally, the  m e t h o d  is frugal  in its da ta  r e q u i r e m e n t s  so that  the  day af ter  the  
' 1996" e lec t ion ,  the  m o d e l  can  be  re-run af ter  e n t e r i n g  only  the  n e w  c o n s t i t u e n c y  
resul ts  to p r o d u c e  a p laus ib le  set of  coun t e r f ac tua l  resu l t s  for an e l ec t ion  in 2001 
( a s suming  f ive-year t e rms  and no  ma jo r  cha nge s  in the  s t ruc tu re  of  e lec to ra l  
pol i t ics) .  

Most impor tan t ly ,  this m e t h o d  is par t icu lar ly  a p p r o p r i a t e  to the  p re sen t  e lec tora l  
cl imate.  By ma tch ing  marginal  seats  wi th  marginal  seats, and  seats in w h i c h  tacti- 
cal vot ing  can d e t e r m i n e  the  resul t  w i th  similar seats, w e  w o u l d  argue that  this 
m e t h o d  can m o r e  realist ically m o d e l  future  o u t c o m e s  for the  1990s on the  basis of  
past  p e r f o r m a n c e  than s imple  ex t r apo la t ion  of  swings.  For  example ,  a seat w h i c h  
has b e c o m e  a T o r y - L a b o u r  marginal  f rom be ing  a 'safe '  Conserva t ive  seat is more  
l ikely to see its th i rd-par ty  vote  squeezed  as a result  of  tact ical  vot ing  and del iber-  
ate ta rge t ing  o f  that  seat by  bo th  the  Conservat ive  and Labour  part ies ,  ra ther  than 
con t inu ing  its migra t ion  across  the  e lec tora l  t r iangle  to b e c o m e  a 'safe '  Labour  seat. 
In t e rms  of  the  e lec tora l  t r iangle,  then ,  the  seat is more  l ikely to 'move '  vert ical ly 
d o w n w a r d s  ra ther  than to con t inue  moving  hor izonta l ly  lef twards  (as w o u l d  be  
impl ied  by its geograph ica l  o r  nat ional  change  in the  vote  models) .  Peop le  inc rea~  
ingly w)te acco rd ing  to the  exis t ing e lec tora l  ba lance  in thei r  cons t i t uency  ( the  
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ev idence  o f  this  can be  seen  in the  evo lu t ion  of  the  ' shape '  of  the  vote  in Figure 
1); hence ,  a s imple  m e t h o d  o f  p ro j ec t i on  w h i c h  takes  this  into accoun t  can claim 
some  theore t i ca l  validity.  A formal  expos i t i on  of  the  n e w  m e t h o d  is given in a b r ie f  

append ix .  
The  key  ques t ion ,  howeve r ,  is h o w  does  the  m e t h o d  pe r fo rm  in pract ice?  

T e s t i n g  t h e  M e t h o d  U s i n g  K n o w n  R e s u l t s  f r o m  1974  t o  1992 

W e  can n o w  use the  m e t h o d  to s h o w  what  would  have happened at previous 
elections i f  the change in the relative percentage share o f  the vote f o r  the various 
parties in the matched seats had  replicated those o f  earlier elections. These  calcu- 
la t ions for  every  genera l  e lec t ion  f rom February  1974 to April  1992, using the  
genera l  e lec t ions  f rom 1955 to 1987 as the  base  pairs,  are s h o w n  in Table 2. Some 
he lp  may be requ i red  in read ing  the table.  For  example ,  the  five figures in the  t op  
left hand  c o m e r  of  the  table  r ep re sen t  the  counte r fac tua l  result ,  in t e rms  of  seats 
won ,  of  p ro j ec t i ng  f rom the  actual  resul ts  of  the  1970 genera l  e lec t ion  on  the basis 
o f  the  n e w  m e t h o d  (us ing change  b e t w e e n  the  genera l  e lec t ions  of  1955 and 1959) 
to s h o w  the  mix  of  seats going  to the  four  ident i f ied  par t ies  (Conservat ive,  Labour, 
Liberal, and  g r o u p e d  National is ts)  in a coun te r fac tua l  '1974 '  result  r epea t ing  those  
changes .  The  lowes t  g r o u p  of  f igures in each  co lumn  thus  r ep resen t s  the  actual  
resul t  of  the  s e c o n d  of  the  two  e lec t ions  ind ica ted  at the  t op  of  the  co lumn  (in all 
cases  only ma in land  seats  are shown) .  

From this table,  then,  w e  can c o m p a r e  ou r  coun te r fac tua l  results  w i th  the  k n o w n  
results  for  main land  seats and  thus  identify those  e lec tora l  pe r fo rma nc e s  w h i c h  
w e r e  u n p r e c e d e n t e d l y  g o o d  or  bad.  In short ,  wha t  the  table  tells us is that: 

- -  The  Conservat ive  Party d id  u n p r e c e d e n t e d l y  wel l  in 1979 get t ing five more  seats 
than in any of  the  six p r o j e c t e d  counter fac tua ls .  

- - T h e  Labour  Party d id  u n p r e c e d e n t e d l y  wel l  at the  pol ls  in 1992, get t ing eight  
more  seats than  any of  the  nine p r o j e c t e d  countc r fac tua l s  w o u l d  have suggested.  

- -  The  Liberals did  u n p r e c e d e n t e d l y  wel l  in Februa ry  1974, ge t t ing  th ree  more  seats 
than any of  the  four  p r o j e c t e d  counter fac tua is ,  as did  the  All iance in 1983, w h e n  
the margin  was  just one  seat. 

- - T h e  c o m b i n e d  National is t  par t ies  did  u n p r e c e d e n t e d l y  wel l  by two  seats in 
February  1974 and u n p r e c e d e n t e d l y  badly  by th ree  seats in 1979. 

U n p r e c e d e n t e d  events  are, then,  not  unlikely.  Never theless ,  the simple tact that 
the method has never produced  a range that has been exceeded by more than 
eight seats suggests that it is robust. There  is one  fur ther  po in t  to make  here .  
Intuit ively,  w e  might  e x p e c t  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  o u t c o m e s  to d iminish  wi th  t ime as w e  
add fur ther  coun te r fac tua l  results.  Wha t  appea r s  to be  happen ing ,  however ,  is the  
o p p o s i t e  wi th  the  larger  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  resul ts  emerg ing  la ter  in the  e lec tora l  series 
(for  example ,  the  Conserva t ive ' s  five seats in 1979 and Labour ' s  very impress ive  
e ight  seats  in 1992). 

A final, if p e r h a p s  unfair, test  is to c o m p a r e  our  results  wi th  those  w h i c h  w o u l d  
be  p r o d u c e d  if the  s imple  two-par ty  'Butler '  swings  had  been  used  to genera te  the  
pro jec t ions .  To do  this, for  each  seat, the  vo tes  of  only  the  par t ies  w h i c h  we re  first 
and  s e c o n d  (at e lec t ion  a )  are p r e s u m e d  to change  in p r o p o r t i o n  to the  Butler 
swing  b e t w e e n  t hem at the  base  pair  of  p rev ious  elect ions.  Doing this obvious ly  
does  not  a l low for the  th i rd-p laced  par ty  at e lec t ion  a to inf luence  the  ou tcome .  
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TABLE 2. Historical counterfactual results for all e lections from February 1974 to 1992 

Projecting from the election of the first date to the election of the second date 

Replicating 
the swing 1970 1974f 1974o 1979a 1983 1987 
between given years 1974f 19740 1979 1983 1987 1992 

55-59 
Con 335 314 269 369 442 373 
Lab 2"3 2711 311 25, I 183 232 
l.ib 6 26 18 - 23 20 
Nat 2 1 I 23 0 S - 
Tot 618 623 623 633 633 633 
59 -6 t  
Con 226 25,1 214 296 348 33 I 
Lab 3"79 322 3 i3  313 2tl5, 2 i 9  
Lib I I 4q 59 22 78 5 I 
Nat 1 6 "7 2 2 2 
Tot 618 623 623 633 633 633 
6+-66 
(kin 250 245, 202 318 332 ~3(1 
Lab 357 347 379 29- 263 263 
Lib 8 20 24 I I 31 3 I 
Nat 2 1 I 17 6 ~ 9 
Tot 618 623 623 633 633 633 
66 - "0  
Con 363 371) 334 422 45,11 t3++ 
Lab 2+i2 226 25,9 2(11 144 I ~(~ 
Lih 3 12 8 3 311 I I 
Nat "7 I 1 18 9 10 
Tot 618 623 623 633 033 63a; 
-rO_-+tf 
(ion 285 246 22,i 3 i3  35,2 342 
Lah 308 261 306 25,2 143 20 ~ 
Lih 14 91 56 18 127 -2  
Nat 9 23 37 20 I 12 
Tot 618 623 623 633 633 633 

i f -74o 
( o n  277 25,5, 3q2 364 35,5, 
I+al) 319 3~3 2-3 239 2qH 
l.ib 13 13 20 22 
Nat 14 22 1 I I0 8 
Tot 623 023 633 633 633 

- io-79  
(:on 339 ~ 19 i66 i3" 
l.ab 269 211- I+0  I "6 
Lib I1 i 23 I -  
Nat 4 2 t 3 
Tot 623 633 633 633 

-9 -83  
Con 397 368 393 
Lab 209 116 I ] 9  

lab 23 121 811 

Nat 4 '5 (+ 
"l'ot (+33 633 633 

83-87 
( :on 376 382 
l.ab 229 22- 
Lih 22 18 
Nat 6 0 
Tot 633 632, 

87-92 
( ion 335 
l.ab 271 
Lib 20 
Nat 7 
T<)t 633 

Note: The bold figures show the actual results (mainland scats only). For instance, the 1970-74 change applied to 
the 1971/ result produces the 1974 result. Results not in bold represent counterfactual projections from the first 
election indicated at the top of the column, based on prcccdentcd change indicated hy the row titles, calculated 
using the method given in the appendix. 
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This fact weakens  the pe r fo rmance  of such an approach  in practice. For instance,  
projec t ing  the 1979 general  elect ion,  on  the basis of the Butler swings b e t w e e n  all 

the elect ions since 1955 produces  projec ted  results which,  at best, still under-  
project  the Conservat ive result by 16 seats ( twice as large an error as the worst  
pro jec t ion  made using the n e w  m e t h o d  developed here). Indeed,  even if the Butler 
swings b e t w e e n  two elect ions  and the results of the first e lect ion of that pair  are 

known ,  the results of  the second  elect ion canno t  be genera ted  correctly. 

Projecting a Prospective 1996 Election 

As wi th  historical compar i son  of events  in general,  the most  in teres t ing applicat ion 

of this me thod  is in genera t ing  hypothet ical  e lect ion results for f u t u r e  elections. 
What  the me thod  p resen ted  above allows us to do is use the change  in the vote 

b e t w e e n  previous  pairs of e lect ions to generate  some 'pro jec ted  ou tcomes '  for the 
nex t  e lect ion based on  previous  change  in the vote (see Table 3). Once  again we  

must  stress that these should no t  be taken as predic t ions  of what  the actual 
ou t come  of the nex t  e lect ion will be. We have already show n  h o w  unrel iable  they 
wou ld  be by using previous  results to project  the k n o w n  results for subsequen t  
elections.  8 Rather, they are useful in giving some plausible indicat ion of the poten-  

tial range of p r eceden t ed  outcomes,  thus giving us a formal me thod  for determin-  

ing what  is an ' u n p r e c e d e n t e d  result ' .  9 

First, however ,  we  need  to in t roduce  some caveats. One  problem,  which  we 

have already noted,  is that of the e lect ion from which  we are projecting.  A partic- 
ularly s t rong result  in that election,  coup led  wi th  a historically strong result from 

a previous  pair  of elections,  will p roduce  an implausibly good result (and vice 

versa). There  is also the danger  of project ing many  seats from a very few bases. 
For example,  few seats pr ior  to the 1974 February elect ions will have suitably large 

Liberal votes for them to match  wi th  1992 seats. Project ion of a '1996'  e lect ion on 
the basis of 1955 or 1970 will, therefore,  match  many  of the 1992 seats with only 

TABLE 3. Projecting from 1992 on the basis of the change in the w~te in the last ten pairs of 
general elections: constituencies matched by electoral position 

Base 
elections Con. Lab. LD. Nat. Oth. Result 

1955-59 353 253 19 7 1 Con.majority 
1959-64 272 320 38 3 0 Lab.minority 
1964-66 295 306 26 4 2 Lab.minority 
1966-70 400 207 9 14 3 Con.majority 
1970-74Feb 309 270 39 14 1 Con.minority 
1974Feb-74Oct 316 290 14 12 1 Con.minority 
1974Oct-79 390 225 15 2 1 Con.majority 
1979adj-83 367 201 55 6 4 Con.majority 
1983-87 340 265 17 11 0 Con.majority 
1987-92 295 310 16 10 2 Lab.minority 

1992 result 335 271 20 7 0 Con.majority 

Note: Mainland seats only are included in the projections and in the '1992 Result' to 
enable comparisons. We have not attempted to model the 17 Northern Ireland seats. The 
two 1992 Milton Keynes seats have been combined. Best and worst results for each party 
arc shown in bold. 
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a handful  of  1955 or  1970 seats,  a l though w e  w o u l d  argue that  these  are the  only 
past  data  w h i c h  p rov ide  a r easonab le  basis for  p ro jec t ion .  

Fu r the rmore ,  the re  is the  p r o b l e m  of  na t ional  i n c u m b e n c y :  the  bes t  ma t c he s  are 
l ikely to be  w h e r e  the  de fend ing  g o v e r n m e n t  is the  same par ty  at bo th  e lec t ions  a 
and  p .  Finally, w e  have the  p r o b l e m  of  the  t iming o f  e lec t ions  wi th in  the  e c o n o m i c  
c y c l e - - h e r e  the  bes t  ma t ches  are l ikely to be  b e t w e e n  two  e lec t ions  he ld  dur ing  
similar  e c o n o m i c  cond i t ions  (for  example ,  at the  he igh t  of  a b o o m  or  the  t rough 
of  a recess ion) .  In general ,  then,  w e  shou ld  be  very  wa ry  of  taking ou r  results  too  
ser iously w i thou t  f i rmly con tex tua l i z ing  t hem first. In spi te  of  these  p rob lems ,  w e  
do  n o w  have a m e t h o d  for  p ro j ec t i ng  a fu ture  e lec t ion  resul t  on  the  basis of  previ-  
ous  e lec tora l  change ,  w h i c h  ne i t he r  ignores  no r  fet ishizes e lec tora l  geography ,  
w h i c h  can c o p e  rela t ively easily wi th  b o u n d a r y  changes ,  and  which ,  f rom past  
e x p e r i e n c e  at least, appea r s  to p r o d u c e  a p laus ib le  range of  results.  

Wha t  does  this  tell us? The  his tor ical  p r e c e d e n t ,  on  the  basis of  five out  of  the  
last ten pairs  of  genera l  e lec t ions ,  is that  the  Conserva t ives  are the  only  par ty  w h i c h  
will  be  able  to  rule a lone after  the  nex t  e lec t ion .  In just two  cases,  bo th  repl icat-  
ing swings  f rom the  1960s, the  Liberal D e m o c r a t s  and Labour  w o u l d  be  able  to 
form a joint  adminis t ra t ion .  In the  r ema in ing  th ree  cases  par l i ament  w o u l d  be 
p reca r ious ly  hung.  Most in teres t ingly ,  in the  even t  of  an exac t  re-run o f  the  last 
e lec t ion  (at which ,  w e  should  r e m e m b e r ,  the  Labour  Party w o n  an u n p r e c e d e n t -  
edly  large n u m b e r  of  addi t ional  seats),  no two  par t ies  c o m b i n e d  w o u l d  be  able to 
form an adminis t ra t ion  w h i c h  cou ld  c o m m a n d  a w o r k i n g  major i ty  of  one  or  more  
votes  in the  House  of  C o m m o n s  (given the role of  the  Speaker  and ignor ing  the 
near  imposs ib i l i ty  of  a Con -Lab  'na t ional '  gove rnmen t ) .  

Repe t i t ion  o f  all the  Conservat ive  victories ,  apar t  f rom the  last one,  resul t  in 
Conservat ive  overal l  major i ty  of  b e t w e e n  15 and 75. Repe t i t ion  of  Labour ' s  victo- 
ries in 1964 or  1966, w h e n  b rough t  fo rward  to 1996, w o u l d  enab le  a joint  
Labour/Liberal  D e m o c r a t  adminis t ra t ion  to ope ra t e  wi th  absolu te  pa r l i amenta ry  
major i t ies  of  33 and 7 respect ive ly .  (There  is, o f  course ,  no guaran tee  that  the  
Liberal Democra t s  w o u l d  c h o o s e  to ally t hemse lves  wi th  Labour  or  vice  versa.)  A 
repea t  of  the  February  1974 e lec t ion  w o u l d  leave Labour  and the  Liberal Democra t s  
c o m b i n e d  wi th  exac t ly  the  same n u m b e r  of  seats as the  Conservat ives  (309). The  
Conservat ives ,  even  wi th  the  Ulster  Unionists ,  w o u l d  still no t  have an abso lu te  
majori ty,  so there  would ,  p re sumab ly ,  be  a s e c o n d  e lec t ion  soon after ( fo l lowing  
the  his tor ical  p r eceden t ) .  A squeeze  on  the th i rd  party,  ident ical  to that  w h i c h  
o c c u r r e d  b e t w e e n  February  and O c t o b e r  1974 would ,  ironically,  enable  the  
Conservat ives  to form a g o v e r n m e n t  wi th  Ulster  Unionis t  suppor t .  

The  most  in te res t ing  result ,  as s t ressed  above,  w o u l d  be a r epe t i t ion  of  the  last 
genera l  e lec t ion .  In that  event ,  Labour  and the  Liberal Democra t s  c o m b i n e d  w o u l d  
have an overal l  major i ty  of  p rec i se ly  one  seat. m In such  a s i tuat ion,  the  vagueness  
of  the  cons t i tu t iona l  pos i t ion  of  the  Speaker  and Depu ty  Speaker ,  and  the  role of  
t i le National is t  and  Unionis t  par t ies ,  w o u l d  be  highl ighted.  Wc should,  howeve r ,  
bear  in mind  that  in all the  above  specu la t ion  t h e  poten t ia l  effects  of  the  forth- 
coming  Boundary  Commiss ion  de l ibe ra t ions  have not  been  inc luded.  

P r o b l e m s  a n d  R e f i n e m e n t s  

Some p r o b l e m s  wi th  the  m e t h o d  have a l ready been  ident i f ied  above.  It may, for 
example ,  be  a rgued  that  the  m e t h o d  of  one- to-one ma tch ing  of  seats  canno t  be 
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expec ted  to give good projec t ions  for individual seats, ignoring as it does many  of 

the part icular  condi t ions  in each seat. We can feel reasonably assured that such 
condi t ions  will cancel  each o ther  out  across a large n u m b e r  of seats. In this section, 
therefore,  we  wan t  to highlight a n u m b e r  of the more  fundamenta l  issues which  

must  be taken into accoun t  in deve loping  the model.  First, using the actual vote 
(i.e., pr ior  party s t rength)  as the index  on  which  seats are matched  has been  chosen  
here as the simplest  and most  robust  solution. It may not,  however ,  be the best  

indicator  of similarity b e t w e e n  seats. It may make more  sense to use socio-economic 
and demographic  data instead of, or in addit ion to, electoral data in order  to match  

seats. For example,  we  could  use a basket of variables such as social class compo-  

sition, household  tenure ,  rate of unemploym e n t ,  industrial  s tructure,  i ncumbency ,  
candidate  gender ,  etc. to create or r e f n e  the match ing  of const i tuencies .  Such data 

is b e c o m i n g  easier to come  by at the cons t i tuency  level (e.g., from the 1991 Census 
of Populat ion),  bu t  de te rmin ing  wh ich  variables should be in the basket, and wi th  
what  weight ing,  is still a major  problem.  Similarly, match ing  could be cons t ra ined 

to seats in the same geographical  region, but  this merely raises the p rob lem of 

de te rmin ing  what  are the appropr ia te  (i.e., politically significant) regions, t~ 
There  is a second  point  wh ich  must  also be considered.  As appl ied in this article, 

the model  is static. We might  match  two different seats, x and y,  both  of which  
have exactly identical  electoral results in a given year, bu t  which  are moving  in 

different political d i rect ions  over time. For example,  one  seat may have once  been  
a strong Labour seat that has moved  towards the Liberal Democrats  (due, perhaps,  

to gentr i f icat ion)  whi le  ano the r  seat may have once  been  a solid Tory seat which  
is moving  towards  Labour (due, perhaps,  to an influx of un ion ized  publ ic  sector  

employees) .  Both have the same result  at a given m o m e n t  in t ime but  are moving  

in different political directions.  To remedy this defect, we wou ld  need  to match 
our  seats, not  on the basis of a static result as we have done  above, but  rather on  
some measure of the magni tude  and direct ion of recent  change.  More generally, 
any temporal  autocorre la t ion of changes  in the vote could be exploi ted to enhance  

this method.  This is one  possible direct ion for future research. 
A fur ther  po in t  relates to the match ing  of seats according to the relative numbe r s  

of votes cast for each main  party and a c o m b i n e d  group of 'Other '  parties. To re turn 

to the electoral tr iangle for a momen t ,  it may make more  sense to match  seats in 
terms of their  ordinal electoral posi t ion wi th in  the triangle. Thus, for example,  the 

'safest '  Conservat ive seat at e lect ion a wou ld  be matched  with the safest 
Conservat ive seat at e lect ion p.  That  is to say, in terms of the electoral triangle, the 

seat nearest  to the bo t tom right hand  co rne r  at e lect ion a would  be matched  with 
the seat that is closest to that point  at e lect ion p.  We also current ly  ignore 
t u rnou t / abs t en t ions  for the purpose  of match ing  seats. This could be incorpora ted  
in a re f inement  of the me thod  but  is considerably  less impor tan t  in general  e lect ions 
than in by-elections. 

Finally, the implici t  a ssumpt ion  of the model  is that the parties are c o n s t a n t s - -  
that the Labour Party is the same party in the 1990s as it was in the 1950s and that 
the same is true of the Conservatives.  This is, of course, not  very plausible. Even 
less plausibly, we  have regarded the Liberal Party, the Liberal/SDP Mliance, the 
Social and Liberal Democrats  and the Liberal Democrats  as the same party. ~2 This 
would,  of course,  be a p rob lem if we  did wan t  to predict the results. However,  we 
are interested here in what  a historian wou ld  call the counterfactual case: what  
wou ld  h a p p e n  ~f the parties were  regarded as constants .  The implicat ion is that our  
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resu l t s - - fo r  example,  the electoral success of the Labour Party compared  with our  

projec t ions  for 1 9 9 2 - - c a n  suggest someth ing  about  the impact  of the actual 
changes  in the parties, their  policies, and their  campaigning.  This article will, there- 

fore, be wor th  re tu rn ing  to after the results of the next  general  e lect ion are 

k n o w n - - i r r e s p e c t i v e  of the actual ou tcome.  

Implications o f  the Model: Two Tory Generations? 

In spite of all these caveats, we  n o w  have a range of fairly plausible ou tcomes  for 
the next  e lect ion which  we can use as benchmarks  against which  it can be decided 
whe the r  the actual result, w h e n  it comes,  is ' u n p r e c e d e n t e d ' .  The clear implicat ion 

of the results of our  calculat ions is that, whi le  there is a p receden t  for the 
Conservat ive Party to lose its overall majority, and even fl)r it to cease to be the 
largest single party in the House of Commons ,  there is no  recent  p receden t  for the 

Labour Party to win  a majority of the 633 ~ main land  seats (see Table 3). Even 

project ing on  their  best  previous pe r fo rmance  (1959-64) ,  Labour only manage to 

gain 320 sea ts~--s t i l l  six short of an overall C o m m o n s  majority w h e n  we bear in 
mind  the 17 scats in Nor thern  Ireland. Further,  we  should take into account  the 

fact that Labour will probably  also suffer from the results of the re-drawing of 
electoral boundar ies  (al though this is by no means  assured). ~ Modelling on the 

effects of the 1979-83 re-districting, we  est imate that these changes  could benefi t  
the Tories by some 13 seats and deprive Labour of n ine  and the Liberal Democrats  

of five (cf. Pattie, 1990, p.23; Rooker, 1989). Perhaps most depress ing of all for 
Labour suppor ters  is the fact that not  one of the project ions  gives Labour more  

votes (as opposed  to seats) than the Conservatives (the full results, inc luding  the 

projected share of the vote, arc shown  in Cornford,  Dorling, and Tether  (1993)). 
The future, then,  looks grim for the Labour Party. t" 

Things look, if anything,  even  worse  for the Liberal Democrats  in the short term. 

Even on  the basis of the best  post-war pe r fo rmance  of third parties (that of the 

Liberal/SDP Alliance in 1983), Liberal Democrats  wou ld  still fail to get more  than 

55 seats, in spite of gett ing a projected 900,000 or so more  votes than Labour! In 
the event  of a repeat of 1983, large number s  of Liberal Democrat  votes and seats 

wotdd be w o n  at the expense  of Labour, leading to a Tory landslide (and thus 
depr iving the Liberal Democrats  of the pow e r  which  could accrue to them in a 

hung  parl iament) .  Only if the Liberal Democrats  can take an unpreceden ted ly  large 
share of votes from the Conservatives would  they con t r ibu te  to a change  of govern- 
ment.  If the Liberal Democrats  are to have some bargaining pow e r  in the process 

of choos ing  a government ,  it is perhaps  more  impor tant  for that party to ensure  a 
balance b e t w e e n  the other  two main pa r t i e s - - even  at the expense  of its ow n  total 

n u m b e r  of seats. 
The essence of the situation is that the British electoral system cannot  cope with 

a split opposi t ion.  Thc Tories, wi th  a regular 42-43  percen t  of the vote (or a round 
a third of the ent i re  electorate)  can rely on the o ther  two main parties to split the 
anti-Conservative vote leading to the es tabl i shment  of a - - su re ly  politically undesir-  
a b l e - p r e d o m i n a n t - p a r t y  system (Lord Hailsham's famous 'elective dictatorship ') .  
Using the historically p r eceden ted  electoral changes  in the vote super imposed  upon  
this pat tern of pr ior  party suppor t  suggests very strongly that the Conservat ive 
Pa r ty - -a lone  or with o the r s - -wi l l  form the next  government .  In such an event,  two 
whole  genera t ions  will have come of age t inder the Tories. 
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But will h is tory  c o n f o r m  to such  p receden t?  Does  ' u n p r e c e d e n t e d '  equal 
' imposs ib le '  o r  even  'unlikely '?  Clearly, w e  can imagine an unprecedented  sea- 
change  in the  future  o f  British electoral  politics. Such a change  could  originate 
in any of  one  or  m o r e  o f  the fol lowing:  the electoral  system; the e lectorate ;  or  
the parties. Any significant change  in the electoral  system (such  as the replace- 
men t  o f  plurali ty vot ing  in single m e m b e r  cons t i tuenc ies )  is highly unlikely 
before  the  next  general  e lec t ion (a l though  more  likely in the longer  term). We 
will, therefore ,  ignore  that possibility. A major  change  in the vot ing behav iour  
of  the e lec tora te  is a lways possible,  t r iggered by some political or  e c o n o m i c  
event  (say, a fu r ther  recess ion or  a major  co r rup t ion  scandal).  By far the mos t  
likely source  o f  some  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  in te r rup t ion  to British politics, however ,  is 
change  in the part ies  themselves  and in their  re la t ionships  to each other .  Very 
crudely,  we  can divide the  significant possibilities into two:  e i ther  there  is a re- 
a l ignment  a m o n g  the oppos i t i on  parties; or  there  is a major  upheaval  wi th in  the 
Conservat ive  Party. 

The most  widely debated  (a l though not  necessarily the most  likely) unprece-  
den ted  change  on the oppos i t ion  side is the various proposals  for a Labour-Liberal  
Democra t  electoral  pact  before the next  elect ion (Dent, 1993). On the dubious  
assumpt ions  that all Labour voters  depr ived  of  a Labour candidate  wou ld  vote  for 
the Liberal Democrat ,  and that a majority of  Liberal Democra t  voters  (at least) 
wou ld  vote for a Labour candidate  whe re  the Liberal Democra ts  s tood down,  the 
strategy could  just succeed  in removing  the Tories. The similarity in some elements  
of  the party p rog rammes  also helps. A clear c o m m i t m e n t  to in t roducing propor-  
tional representa t ion might  cl inch the deal (and, if successful,  prevent  the need  
for such a pre-elect ion pact  in the future). The problems with such a strategy are, 
however ,  legion and the benefits  to the opposi t ion  far f rom overwhe lming  (i.e., 
on  Dent ' s  ex t remely  optimistic forecast,  55 extra seats for Labour and 10 extra 
seats for the Liberal Democra t s  f rom the 1992 result). Such a pact  would  also give 
fur ther  c redence  to the Tory claim that a 'vote  for the Liberal Democra ts  is a vote  
for Labour ' .  The national oppos i t ion  parties may well, therefore,  prefer  to 
d e n o u n c e  pacts  nationally while  turning a blind eye to local ' a r rangements '  
(Crewe,  1993). 

There  is, however ,  another  possibility for a change  of  gove rnmen t - - admi t t ed ly  
one  that is even less historically p receden ted  than a Lib-Lab electoral p a c t - - a  split 
in the Conservative Party. While this may sound rather fanciful, the proposal  is 
perhaps  more  plausible n o w  than it has been  in recent  history. For example,  Peter 
Mair (1992, p.95) has suggested that ' the possibility of  a fragmentat ion of  the right 
of  the British political s p e c t r u m . . ,  cannot  be discounted,  particularly in the light 
o f  the successful mobilization of  ex t reme right parties in Belgium, France and 
Germany,  and the conservative Lega in nor thern  Italy.' 

Virtually all party splits in Britain have been  sparked by territorial po l i t i cs - - the  
issues of  Home  Rule, Ireland, the Empire, and Europe. The Conservatives, 
wha teve r  their myst ique of  unity, seem current ly to have a major  Achilles h e e l - -  
the European Union. Both Labour and Liberal Democra t  leaderships are n o w  
unambiguous ly  pro-European,  including accep tance  of  the 'Social Chapter '  of  the 
Maastrict Treaty. Already, the oppos i t ion  have managed,  by allying themselves with 
the so-called Tory Euro-sceptics, to defeat a gove rnmen t  with a clear overall major- 
ity. As three recent  commen ta to r s  (Baker, Gamble,  and Ludlam, 1993, p.164) have 
po in ted  out: 
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A considerable part of  the unparalleled electoral success of the m o d e m  
Conservative Party rests on its image as a united and loyal organisation 
whose  defence of the British state and of British interests abroad is not 
destabilised by intva-party fractures. This image is becoming badly dented. 

Brit ish e l ec to ra l  po l i t i c s  is n o w  e x t r e m e l y  diff icul t  to  in t e rp re t .  Even  e x p e r i e n c e d  

a c a d e m i c  c o m m e n t a t o r s  s e e m  u n a b l e  to  d e c i d e  w h e t h e r  t h e  1992 e l e c t i o n  p r o v i d e d  

'a sol id  p l a t f o r m  for  a L a b o u r  g o v e r n m e n t . . ,  f o l l o w i n g  o n e  f u r t h e r  s w i n g  of  t he  

p e n d u l u m  in 1 9 9 6 / 9 7 '  ( C r e w e ,  Norr is ,  and  Wal ler ,  1992, p . x x x i i i )  o r  if  it c o n f i r m e d  

' tha t  in t h e  late t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  Britain has  m o v e d  to  a " d o m i n a n t  p a r t y "  sys tem 

in w h i c h  t h e  C o n s e r v a t i v e s  are  t h e  na tura l  pa r ty  o f  g o v e r n m e n t '  ( ibid,  xxx iv ) .  T h e  

h i s to r ica l  p r e c e d e n t  sugges t s  tha t  t he  n e x t  e l e c t i o n  wil l  resu l t  in e i t h e r  a 

C o n s e r v a t i v e  w o r k i n g  ma jo r i t y  o r  a p r e c a r i o u s l y  h u n g  pa r l i amen t .  H o w e v e r ,  h i s to r  3 , 

as has  a l ready  b e e n  p o i n t e d  out ,  d o e s  no t  a lways  pay  m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  to p rece -  

d e n t - e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n  h i s to r ica l  ac to r s  b e c o m e  a w a r e  o f  that  p r e c e d e n t .  W h a t  

r e m a i n s  to bc  s e e n  is h o w  t h o s e  a c t o r s - - e l e c t o r a t e  and  po l i t i c i ans  a l i k e - - r e s p o n d  

to t h e  s i tua t ion  w h i c h  w e  h o p e  to h a v e  h e l p e d  clarify. 

Appendix:  A New Electoral Projection Method 

To  ca l cu l a t e  t h e  v o t e  for  pa r ty  n in scat  x at e l e c t i o n  q, p r o j e c t i n g  f r o m  e l e c t i o n  

p ,  on  t h e  basis o f  t h e  c h a n g e  in t h e  v o t e  in seat  y ( the  ' c lo ses t '  seat  p o l i t i c a l l y - -  

see  b e l o w )  b e t w e e n  e l e c t i o n s  a and  b, t h e  f o r m u l a  is: 

n . . .  = ;%:, (1 + (n,,,, - n,,,,) / n,,,,) 

w h e r e  n.,.,/ is t h e  n u m b e r  o f  v o t e s  for  pa r ty  n in seat  x at e l e c t i o n  q, e tc .  

Seat y is c h o s e n  f r o m  all t he  seats  w h i c h  e x i s t e d  in b o t h  e l e c t i o n  a and  e l e c t i o n  

b by m i n i m i z i n g  t h e  d i s t a n c e  b e t w e e n  a p o i n t  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  re la t ive  e l ec to ra l  

p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  e a c h  o f  f ive  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  pa r t i e s  and  its c o u n t e r p a r t  for  e l e c t i o n  p.  

It is c a l c u l a t e d  us ing  the  s t anda rd  f o r m u l a  o f  P y t h a g o r u s  a p p l i e d  to a fou r  d imen-  

s ion  a n a l o g u e  o f  t he  e l e c t o r a l  t r i ang le  ( for  f u r t h e r  de ta i l s  see  C o r n f o r d ,  Dor l ing ,  and 

T e t h e r  (1993)) .  

This  s i m p l e  f o r m u l a  m a t c h e s  seats  s u c h  tha t  w h e n  t h e  c h a n g e  in t he  v o t e  fi)r 

o n e  seat  is a p p l i e d  to  a n o t h e r ,  i m p l a u s i b l e  resu l t s  are  hard ly  e v e r  p r o d u c e d  b e c a u s e  

t h e  t w o  m a t c h e d  seats  are  so s imilar  in e l ec to ra l  t e rms .  

Notes 

1. This period was chosen because the election of 1955 was the first in which the 
consti tuency system (and the structure of party compet i t ion)  was adequately close to 
that in place today. Some may argue that the 1950s and 1960s are too tar back in time 
fi)r their elections to be comparable  with those of the 199Os. While the degree of similar- 
it}' in terms of  issues, parties, and electorate obviously does diminish over  time, a number  
of reasons can be given for studying such a long period. The dec t ions  of 1959 and 196.4 
provided examples  of  swings that can occur  after a long Conservative rule, similar in 
length to that of today. Indeed, the 196Os give us two of the only three clear Labour 
victories of  this period so we  need to look back this far in time to find recent  examples 
of non-Conservative opposi t ion victories. Finally, since it is not too difficult to study this 
number  of elections, it can be argued that the more historical the perspect ive that we 
can muster, the better. The new data set used in this study (containing the linked individ- 
ual const i tuency result of  all these general elections) is available from the ESRC Data 
Archive at the University of  Essex. 
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2. The advantage of the graphic triangle over  more  traditional statistical measures is that 
the relative fortunes of three parties can be shown.  In most  cases in Britain this is 
adequate.  However,  in situations w h e r e  there  is a significant fourth party (such as the 
nationalist parties in Scotland and Wales) nationalist seats will be incorrectly represen ted  
as having been  w o n  by one  of the three main parties, but the relative share b e t w een  
the three main parties will still be correctly represented.  In our  numerical analysis, we  
have in fact used a four dimenstional  space (which  cannot,  of  course, be correctly repre- 
sented on paper)  to include the Scottish and Welsh nationalist parties (grouped together)  
and grouped  votes for 'o ther '  candidates. Between 1955 and 1992 there  were  two 
geographical  re-districtings of  seats. Cornford, Dorling, and Tether  (1993) discuss h o w  
these were  dealt wi th  and give the data sources. In 1955 and 1959 the Conservative 
Party did not  stand in a handful of  seats w o n  by the Liberal Party. The seats thus lic on 
the Liberal-Labour axis and are hence  obscured  on Figure 1. 

3. The cartogram used here  is an equal electorate area cartogram in which  every 
const i tuency is represen ted  by an arrow which  is placed within an area propor t ionate  
to the electorate of  that const i tuency.  The const i tuencies  are arranged spatially such that, 
so far as is possible, each is neighbouring those const i tuencies  with wh ich  it is geograph- 
ically contiguous.  This approach  allows complex  spatial pat terns of three-party change 
to be represen ted  visually. 

4. In line wi th  o ther  researchers  in this field, we  have omit ted the (currently 17) seats in 
the province  of Northern  Ireland from our project ions because the dramatic change 
which  occur red  after 1970 altered the electoral politics in the province beyond recog- 
nition. 

5. Both the uniform national d isplacement  and the constant  const i tuency methods  are illus- 
trated in Cornford, Dorling, and Tether  (1993). 

6. The use of the electoral triangle is purely expository.  The me thod  is not restricted to 
three-party elections,  and in the calculations shown  in Figure 4 and 5 we  have used a 
four-dimensional space and have taken into account  the Scottish and Welsh nationalists 
and grouped  'Other  parties ' ,  as well as incorporat ing Labour, the Liberals/Alliance/Liberal 
Democrats  and the Conservatives. For further  detail see Cornford, Dorling, and Tether  

(1993). 
7. Given that both  the results are available, it would  be perfectly possible to generate  a 

hypothet ical  result ff)r an earlier election based on a later swing: that is, provide an 
answer  to the question: What would  have hap p en ed  at an earlier elect ion if the swing 
had been  exactly the same as that at a later election? We might call this 'ante-jection' 
rather than pro-jection. 

8. A salutary reminder  of the dangers of  claiming too much for the predictive ability of a 
me thod  is provided by Budge and Farlic (1977, p.494). Attempting to predict  a prospec-  
tive 1977 election, they argued that 'our a priori specification of a close-result thus in 
no way determines  the ou tcome  of the simulation for 1977 other  than safeguarding 
against an obviously unrealistic victory by 60 seats or more ' .  In the event,  admittedly 
delayed by two years, the Conservatives had a majority of 70 seats over Labour at the 
1979 election! 

9. A random e lement  could be int roduced to the project ions to show how robust each 
individual project ion is. However,  11 individual sets of restflts show a great deal of uncer- 
tainty and so we  have not chosen  to embellish the table further. 

10. Although, to be precise,  because we  arc combining the two  Milton Keynes seats, both 
of which  would  return Conservatives, we  are back to the posit ion of identical numbers  
of seats going to a Labour/Lib Dcm group and the Tories (see note 13). 

11. This has, in effect, been  achieved for Scotland and Wales where  the presence  of nation- 
alist parties will prevent  English seats being matched  to Scottish or Welsh ones  and vice 
versa. 

12. To heap caveat upon caveat, it is wor th  noting again that ' p receden ted '  should not neces- 
sarily imply likely. For example,  on the basis of the last four elections, it would be 
unpreceden ted  for the third major party to fight the next  election under  a name which  
they have used before! This does not mean, however ,  that the Liberal Democrats  are 
likely to change their  name before the next  election, but not to do so would be, as we  
say, ' unpreceden ted '  in recent  electoral history. The recent  election results in Canada 
also suggest that real voters do not necessarily respect  precedent .  
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13. In fact, 634- -bu t  we  are still adding the two Milton Keyncs seats together. We must, 
therefore, bear in mind that figures for the Conservatives should be increased by one in 
all cases and maybe by more w h e n  the full results of the Botmdary Commission's  most 
recent  deliberations are taken into accotmt. 

14. This relatively good result for Labour may be explained by the fact that Labour saw 
'slightly bigger'  than average swings in the marginals in 1964 (on this point see 
Berrington, 1965, p.25). 

15. See, for example,  'Labour beats Tories at own  game in boundary, review',  The Guardian, 
31 August 1993, p.3. 

16. What we  seem to be ruling out here is the (precedented)  prospect  of Labour having a 
useful working majority of more than 30 seats. We must be aware, however ,  that such 
concre te  statements have an uncanny tendency to be proved ludicrously wrong  (see 
note 8 above). Personally, we  regard this tendency as a good reason for making such a 
negative prediction. 
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