
 

 

 

Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box 

50 things you need to know about 

British elections  

 

Edited by Philip Cowley and Robert Ford 

 

 

Biteback, 2014 

 

 

Chapter 16, by Alan Renwick, Associate Professor in Comparative 

Politics at the University of Reading. 

  



 

16.  

Don’t trust your poll lead: How public opinion changes during referendum campaigns 

Alan Renwick 

Our politicians are increasingly enthusiastic about promising referendums. Indeed, on a range 

of constitutional matters, the convention is now that politicians have little choice but to call a 

referendum if they want to pursue change. Naturally enough, so far as they can, they want to 

hold only referendums that they are going to win.   

But such votes sometimes deliver sharp surprises. Lib Dems pressed in 2010 for a 

referendum to change the electoral system because they believed public desire for political 

reform would carry the day, only to suffer humiliating defeat. In 2013, the Irish government 

held a referendum to abolish the Senate – a move that the polls had for years supported – only 

to see the pro-reform lead evaporate in the final months before the vote. The result of the 

2014 Scottish independence referendum is not known at the time of writing, but much of the 

discourse around it has focused on the difficulty of predicting the result. 

So politicians and others need to get better at calculating their chances of winning, and at 

working out what they can do in a campaign to maximise these chances.  To make such 

predictions, we need to know how and why public opinion changes in the course of a 

referendum campaign. 

Research conducted by the Canadian political scientist Larry LeDuc, combined with my own 

updates, reveals the general pattern. The figure shows the difference between the percentage 

of voters who say they will vote Yes in pre-referendum polls (up to one month before polling 

day, ignoring the ‘don’t knows’) and the percentage who actually vote Yes in the referendum. 

If the bar points down, that means support for Yes goes down.  If the bar points up, support 

for Yes goes up. 

 



Difference between support for ‘yes’ in pre-referendum opinion polls and support in the 

referendum  

 

Source: Figures compiled by Lawrence LeDuc and the author 

 

It is not difficult to see that support for the Yes option – which almost always means the 

change option – goes down more often than it goes up. Of the 34 referendums shown, support 

for reform goes down in 23 and up in only 11. Furthermore, the drops in support are typically 

much bigger than the rises: the total area of all the bars below the line is thirteen times greater 

than the area of the bars above. 

That suggests that, unless you are already way ahead in the polls, you should be cautious of 

advocating a referendum on your pet reform idea. 

But we can be more subtle in our analysis than that. Support for change generally falls as 

polling day approaches, but there are some exceptions. If we really want to know our chances 

of success, we will want to understand the exceptions as well as the rule.  



Why does support for change generally fall? The main reason is that uncertain voters 

typically end up sticking with the devil they know. If you are unsure quite what effects a 

change will have, then it is safer to hold to the familiarity of the status quo. This mechanism 

is accentuated if the idea of reform sounds appealing at first blush: voters may respond 

positively to pollsters when they have not really thought the matter through, only for doubts 

to develop as they engage later. Examples of this abound. The most familiar in the UK is the 

electoral reform referendum of 2011: the idea of shaking up the political system, particularly 

after the expenses scandal, initially appealed to many voters; but as voters engaged more, 

they worried about AV’s possible implications, and most ended up voting No. More 

strikingly still, Ireland’s voters opted in October 2013 to retain their Senate even though polls 

had long shown a majority for abolition: fear of empowering the government too far changed 

many minds. 

What, then, explains the exceptions to these patterns? There are three basic reasons why 

support for reform may pick up steam. The first and most banal is that voters sometimes 

already know what they think well ahead of the vote. If opinion is already settled, scope for a 

drop in the Yes vote is limited. The Scottish devolution referendum of 1997 provides a good 

example. It was, famously, the ‘settled will’ of the Scottish people that they should obtain a 

degree of self-government, and the polls barely changed throughout the referendum 

campaign. 

Things get more interesting with the second reason. This is what is called ‘reversion point 

reversal’. The ‘reversion point’ of a referendum is the situation that ensues following a No 

vote. Generally, the reversion point is the status quo: if voters opt against change, then the 

pre-existing situation continues. But sometimes the pre-existing situation can successfully be 

painted as unsustainable. In several European countries, for example, voters, in being asked 

to vote a second time on an EU treaty that they had previously rejected, have been warned 



that a second No vote could jeopardize their country’s position in the Union. Fear of the 

unknown now pushed voters towards a Yes vote. Similarly, in four EU accession 

referendums in 1994, Yes campaigners argued that, in a globalizing post-Cold War world, 

isolation was an increasing danger and the old way of doing things was no longer an option. 

The third and final mechanism is the anti-establishment bandwagon. If the establishment as a 

whole opposes reform and voters are in the mood to give it a kicking, a bandwagon for 

change can sometimes gather speed. This is particularly likely where the vote appears non-

decisive and a protest vote therefore carries little danger. Such conditions applied in New 

Zealand in 1992 – the highest peak in our figure. The referendum was on electoral reform and 

most politicians united against it. Voters wished to express their anger over the behaviour of a 

political class that they thought was out of control. And the referendum was not decisive: a 

Yes vote would simply trigger another referendum and a second chance to decide the 

following year. 

If, therefore, you want to change the system and you are thinking about calling for a 

referendum to achieve it, beyond just looking at the current polling figures, you need to ask 

yourself three questions. First, how firm is your support? Do poll respondents back you 

because they have thought about the issue and come to a clear view or just because the idea 

sounds nice? If the latter, expect your mouth-watering poll lead to evaporate. Second, can 

you plausibly argue that the reform you want, while changing certain things for the better, 

will also protect aspects of the status quo that voters cherish? If you can, that could 

significantly boost your prospects. Finally, are there any plausible bandwagon effects? 

Bandwagons are fickle: they can go one way or the other. So think about whether you can use 

them, but don’t rely on them alone. 

If Scotland adheres to anything like these patterns, then the independence referendum will, by 

the time you read these words, have delivered a comfortable No majority. The No side has 



led throughout the early stages of the campaign.  Pro-independence campaigners have picked 

up something of a bandwagon effect by portraying the Westminster establishment as united 

in doing Scotland down. But that is likely to weaken as polling day approaches: this is a vote 

that really matters, not an opportunity for kicking the elite. The Yes side argue that 

independence would protect Scotland’s preferred way of doing things from alien English 

ideas. But they cannot deny that it would also involve significant change and therefore 

uncertainty. If Scotland votes Yes, then something will have happened that is unique among 

recent referendums. 

 

Further reading 

For Lawrence LeDuc’s research, see his chapter, ‘Referendums and Elections: How Do 

Campaigns Differ?’, in Do Political Campaigns Matter? Campaign Effects in Elections and 

Referendums (Routledge, 2001). The idea of the ‘reversion point’ is developed by Sara 

Binzer Hobolt in Europe in Question: Referendums on European Integration (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2009). For the dynamics of the UK referendum of 2011, see the 

special issue of Electoral Studies (2013) on ‘The UK Electoral System Referendum, May 

2011’. 

 


