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was no exception and the pro-Labour bias in the system was reduced by
around 15 seats (from 26 to 13 on a 7.6 percent Conservative lead and from
38 to 21 assuming equal vote shares).

Bias on this scale is commonplace, but the 1997 election transformed the
situation: if Labour and Conservative vote shares had been reversed,
following a uniform swing across all constituencies, then the latter would
have won 68 fewer seats. Labour’s advantage would have been even greater
if the two parties had been closer together in the distribution of votes, again
assuming a uniform swing: indeed, if they had obtained the same vote share
Labour would have won 82 more seats than the Conservatives.

We can decompose these biases, in a modification of Brookes’ method, to
show why Labour benefited so much. We identify six main sources of bias:

. Variations in constituency electorate size due 1o national quotas — because
constituencies are on average much smaller in Scotland and Wales than in
England, the party that does better in the two former countries is likely to win

more seats for the same number of votes than the one whose best performance

is in England.
. Variations in constituency electorate size within countries — constituencies
vary in size within each of the three countries, and the party which performs
better in the smaller constituencies will again tend to win more seats for the
same number of votes.
. Abstentions — the larger the number of abstentions in a constituency the
smaller its effective size, thereby conferring an apparent advantage in seats on
the party which wins where tunout is lower.
« Minor party votes — for similar reasons, the larger the number of votes cast
for other ‘third’ parties, the lower the number of votes needed to win a
constituency.
« Minoy party victories — however, if minor parties succeed in polling enough
votes to deprive a party of the seat, then the bias operates in the other
direction. :
« Efficiency — a party which has large numbers of “w.
does not win, or “piles up’ votes by amassing large maj
it does win, tends to gain fewer seats relative to its propo
than one which wins by relatively small majorities in mos
votes are more efficiently distributed.

Table 10 shows these biases for the actual 1992 election results, the 1992
results had the election been fought with the same seats as 1997, and the
actual 1997 election results, comparing the biases under the actual result with
‘what would have happened if the Conservatives and Labour had achieved the
same percentage of the votes cast. The clear message from these data is that
[abour has gained very substantially between 1992 and 1997. It continues to
benefit from the smaller seats in Scotland and Wales and, although the

asted’ votes in seats it
orities in the seats that
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TABLE 10
DECOMPOSING THE SOURCES OF BIAS IN THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM

1992 1992 1997
result in 1997 resuit
consiituencies

Actual result

Tipe of bias

National quotas 12 13 11
Intra-national variations 28 4 13
Abstentions 19 21 23
Minor party votes -28 28 -3
Minor party victories 12 10 20
Efficiency -12 -3 42
Total 26 13 68
Result if Conservative and Labour had equal vote shares

Tvpe of bias

National quotas 12 13 11
Intra-national variations 29 4 13
Abstentions 19 21 24
Minor party votes =30 -30 =36
Minor party victories 20 18 33
Efficiency -7 0 48
Total 38 21 82

Note: A positive value indicates a bias towards Labour; a negative value indicates a bias towards
Conservative. Total bias does not simply equal the sum of the individual elements because
of interactions between them.

substantial advantage from being strong in the smaller (mainly inner city)
constituencies was largely removed by the Boundary Commissions’
redistricting exercise (Johnston e al., 1996), this has been partially reversed
by subsequent population movements. Labour also continues to benefit from
differential rates of turnout, while the historic advantage accruing to the
Conservatives from the large number of ‘wasted’ minor party votes has been
significantly reduced by the greater success of those parties in securing
enough votes to achieve victory. The big shift, however, is in the efficiency
factor. A slight Conservative bias of three seats in 1992 has been transformed
into a pro-Labour bias 0f'42 in 1997. Labour did not continue to build up large
majorities in its safe seats, nor did it win lots of votes in Conservative safe
seats. Rather, Labour increased its vote enough to win seats in the places
where it mattered most.

The implication of these calculations is that the electoral system is now
massively biased in Labour’s favour. But the calculations assume uniform
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swing, an assumption which, as we have already seen, was not realized in
1997. Clearly, if the Conservatives were able exactly to reverse the swing in
each constituency, then the efficiency element of bias would all but be
eliminated. Nevertheless these figures are extremely significant and two
interpretations are possible. First, it may be that the Conservatives have
indeed suffered a long-term reverse in a large number of hitherto marginal
seats. Under this scenario, the pro-Labour bias in the electoral system is real
and it may take many years before seats such as Brighton Pavilion and
Basildon, now apparently ‘safe’ Labour seats with majorities over 25 per cent,
revert to the Conservative fold. Alternatively, it may be that the increasing
attention paid to target seats has produced a greater volatility in their
clectorates. Under this interpretation the unprecedented scale of bias largely
reflects a change in the ‘rules of the game’ resulting from Labour’s targeted
campaign in 1997 (plus the parallel campaign by the Liberal Democrats).
Establishing the correct interpretation is a task for future research — and
elections — but what is clear is that the local geography of Labour’s campaign
success in 1997 was crucial to its overall goal of not only winning more voies
but also winning many more seats and escaping from its northern and inner-
city ghettos into which it had retreated in the face of Thatcherism during the
1980s. It has now forced the Tories into a similar ghetto, in England’s
suburbia and rural areas, and it will take a substantial targeted campaign for it
to escape from those areas in 2002 and 2007.

Conclusions
The 1997 general election produced one of the Jargest landslides in twentieth-
century British politics. But it was built on the existing foundations of the
country’s electoral geography. Labour’s success did not change basic
underlying patterns at either the regional or the inter-constituency scale. The
relative topography of the national electoral map did not change, though the
baseline did. To that extent, the 1997 general election was fought on, and left
behind, the same electoral terrain as previous contests.
Clearly, however, while the relative topography of the electoral map
remained as before, the absolute topography changed substantially. Our
analyses show that local scale variations in how the parties campaigned and
in how voters responded to particular electoral conditions played an important
part in creating the detail of the new clectoral map. The Liberal Democrats’
seat-targeting efforts paid off handsomely, for instance, giving them their best
ever representation in Parliament (and the best representation for a third party
since before the Second World War), even though their overall share of the
vote fell slightly. But even where seats were not targeted, effective local
campaigns (especially by Labour and the Liberal Democrats where they were

the challengers) brought dividends in 1997.
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Part of the impact of local campaigns by opposition parties seems to have

been to encourage another source of local scale variations, tactical voting.
Many voters in 1997 clearly wanted to unseat members of the governing
Conservative party, and were willing to vote for the opposition candidate best
placed to do so — with sometimes spectacular effect (as in the defeat of
Michael Portillo, Secretary of State for Defence, in Enfield Southgate). To
reiterate, the local geography of the election (both in terms of the opposition
parties’ campaigns and of voters’ actions to unseat Conservative MPs) was
crucial to the scale of New Labour’s victory, and to the depth of the
Caonservatives’ defeat.

The hitl that the Conservative party needs to climb in order to win next

time is high and steep. As our analysis of electoral bias shows, Labour now
enjoys a large advantage as a result of the workings of the first-past-the-post
system. [t remains the case, however, that the New Labour landslide was built
on the same old electoral geography.
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NOTES

All of our analyses exclude two constituencies: Tatton, where the Labour and Liberal
Democrat candidates withdrew and the incumbent Conservative lost to an independent
fighting on an ‘anti-sleaze’ ticket; and West Bromwich West, where the incumbent Speaker
was not opposed by any major-party candidate. The boundaries of most constituencies were
changed between 1992 and 1997 as a result of the Boundary Commissions’ fourth periodic
reviews, To measure change between the two elections, therefore, we have estimated what
the result would have been in the new constituencies if they had been used for the 1992
contest, using a regression-based model incorporating regional-, inter-constituency- and
local-scale variables (Rossiter ef al., 1997a). Though different from those produced for
BBC/ATN/PA (Rallings and Thrasher, 1695), they are at least as reliable as a basis for
assessing inter-election change (see Curtice and Steed, 1997).

Because the Census is only taken on a decennial basis, we have to assume that the relative
values of the 12 independent variables remain constant across the 639 constituencies.

At the fime of writing, we had data on campaign spending for 572 constituencies: the
following analyses are restricted to this set unless stated otherwise.

Labour’s targets included most of the marginal seats in which the party was the challenger.
Hence we have not included a dummy varizble for Labour target (since it would be strongly
related to marginality).

Where there were two tiers of local government in a locality, we used the smaller scale.
The constituency flow-of-the-vote matrices were estimated using the well-tried entropy-
maximizing procedure (see Johnston, 1985; for more details on the 1992-97 matrix, see
Johnsten et al., 1997).

Because we are using data on campaign spending, our analyses are restr
constituencies for which these are currently available.

icted ta the 572
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