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1. Background
Dissatisfaction with the political class is endemic within the British political
system. Declining support for the two main parties has been in evidence since
the 1970 general election, where 89% of voters supported either the
Conservative or the Labour party, by 2010 this figure had dropped to 65%.
Public frustration with ‘politics as usual’ is expressed in two ways: in rejecting
the political elite (67% of the public say ‘politicians don’t understand the daily
lives of people like me’) and in increasing support for smaller parties (a third of
voters say they will not vote Labour or Conservative in May). So do 2015
parliamentary candidates offer something different from the previous cohort;
are they more representative of the British public? Is a vote for one of the
smaller parties a vote for a different kind of political class? This note looks at
2015 parliamentary candidates by gender, race/ethnicity, age and selections
in retirement seats, drawing on a sub-section of data from our Parliamentary
Candidates UK project.
In this note we compare the parties—Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat,
UKIP, Green, SNP and Plaid Cymru—on race/ethnicity, gender and age for
newly selected candidates (excludes candidates who were sitting MPs in
2010), all 2015 candidates and by ‘winnable’ or marginal/target seats (see
Appendix for how we classify winnable seats).
2. Race/ethnicity
Recent reports provide some reason to be optimistic that Parliament will be
more representative—at least in terms of race/ethnicity—after 7 May. A study
by British Future projects a 60% increase in the percentage of BME MPs
elected, raising the overall number to 44 BME MPs (or 6.7%). If British
Future’s projections are accurate, this would be a measureable increase on
2010, where just 27 MPs were from BME backgrounds (4.2%).
Figure 1 shows the breakdown of race/ethnicity by party. The data show that
8% of all candidates contesting the 2015 general election are from BME
backgrounds, but the clear leader in BME selection is the Conservatives with
14% BME candidates (new candidates only, excludes 2010 MPs). Labour and
Lib Dems are second with 9%, followed by UKIP with 6% BME candidates.
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But are the parties selecting BME candidates in their winnable seats,	
   or are
they relegated to seats where parties have no chance of winning? Figure 2
shows BME candidates by marginal seats and here we see that whilst ahead
in percentage of BME candidates selected, the Conservatives fall to 5% when
looking at seats where the party stands a good chance of winning. This
compares to Labour who have 12.5% BME candidates in their winnable seats
and the LibDems with 7.7%.
3. Gender
Similar to gains in the racial/ethnic diversity of Parliament post 7 May, the
Electoral Reform Society has projected an increase in the number of women
MPs, from 148 to 192, or 30% of MPs following the 7 May election. Again,
assuming ERS’s projection holds, this would mark a sizeable increase on
2010, where 143 women MPs (22%) were elected.
As shown in figure 2 (all candidates), the Greens (37%) have the highest
percentage of women candidates overall, followed by the SNP and Labour
both with 34%. UKIP trails far behind with just 13% female candidates. In
looking at new selections only, the Greens remain in front with (37%) followed
by SNP who rise to 36%. Labour falls 1% to 33%, followed by the Tories with
nearly 1/3 of new candidates selected are women 32%.
However, if there is an increase in the percentage of women MPs1, then much
of the credit will be due to Labour, with women candidates in 52.8% of their
winnable seats. Labour’s lead stands out, but it is worth noting that the other
parties have placed a significant percentage of women in their winnable seats,
relative the overall percentage selected.
Labour’s lead in the selection of women is undoubtedly the result of their use
of all-women shortlists in candidate selection, but the issue of quotas for
women is also pressing for other parties. Already we have seen the SNP
voting to allow equality guarantees in their selection processes, Nicky Morgan
has argued that her party should have 30% women MPs and Nick Clegg has
said his party would back all-women shortlists to increase the number of
women MPs if the party fails to improve their representation in 2015. And in
their manifesto, the Greens have said they ‘aspire to a 50:50 Parliament by
2025’, though they offer no indication of how they will address gender
imbalance.
4. Age2
Figure 5 shows the age breakdown by party across five categories: 18-29; 3039; 40-49; 50-59; and 60+. Looking at all candidates, UKIP has the largest
percentage of candidates in the 60+ bracket with 32%. The Conservatives
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Whether parties will be able to advantage the selections on BME and gender will party be
determined by national swing, and more importantly, constituency swing.
2
As our data is reliant on what is made public by candidates, we are unable to provide
complete data on age. Estimates here are based on date of birth or age for 50% of
candidates.
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have the lowest percentage with 13%, and among their new selections, just
4% fall into the 60+ bracket. The Green party has the highest percentage of
candidates in the 18-29 with 18%. Figure 6 shows the breakdown of age by
party’s winnable seats. In UKIP’s target seats, 88% of candidates are 50 or
older. The Green party has one of the younger candidate profiles. However,
more interesting is the relative equal distribution of candidates across the age
profile.
5. Retirement
Our data show 87 MPs who have stood down from the 2010 Parliament: 36
Conservative; 39 Labour; 10 LibDem, 1 Plaid Cymru and 1 Independent (see
Table 1 in Appendix)3.
Table 2 shows BME selection in party’s retirement seats. Rather than looking
at marginals/targets, we look at safe seats, where parties enjoy large
majorities (>10% difference in vote share between 2010 first and second
place vote). Selecting BME and women candidates in safe seats is to give the
candidate a high probability of winning, so it’s worth a brief look to see parties’
choices in their retirement seats.
Of note here is the Conservatives who have selected BME candidates in 7 of
their safe retirement seats.
	
  
Table 2. BME candidates selected in retirement seats
Constituency
Hampstead & Kilburn
Edmonton
Fareham
Havant
South Ribble
Hampshire N E
Wealden
Braintree
Richmond (Yorks)

2010 Majority
.08
23.8
31.4
27.7
10.8
35.1
31.2
32.7
43.7

Candidate Name
Tulip Siddiq
Kate Osamor
Suella Fernandes
Alan Mak
Seema Kennedy
Ranil Jayawardena
Nusrat Ghani
James Cleverly
Rishi Sunak

Party
Labour
Labour
Conservative
Conservative
Conservative
Conservative
Conservative
Conservative
Conservative

Table 3 shows the percentage and number of women candidates selected in
parties’ retirement seats. Plaid has selected a female candidate in its one
retirement seat and the LibDems—who stand to lose quite a few women MPs
from 2010 should current polling estimates be accurate—have selected
female candidates in 60% of their retirement seats. The Conservatives have
selected 39% female candidates with Labour selecting 64%.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3

Our retirement list captures ‘traditional retirements’; we do not include in our list MPs who
left Parliament by other means, for example Anne McIntosh (Con, Thirsk & Malton) who was
de-selected by her party.
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Table 3. Female candidates by party in retirement seats
Party
Conservative
Labour
Liberal Democrat
Plaid Cymru
Total

%
39%
64%
60%
100%
53%

N
14/36
25/39
6/10
1/1
46/87

Our data show that the smaller parties are not significantly different from
Labour and the Conservatives in terms of the profile of their parliamentary
candidates, and in some cases, the two larger parties are better positioned
with respect to selecting a more diverse pool of candidates. But across
gender, race/ethnicity, age and a host of other variables, our data show more
similarity in profile than difference. If dissatisfaction with the political class and
politics as usual is driving some of the support for the smaller parties, then
voters will be disappointed to see more of the same, save for some gains in
gender and race/ethnicity, after 7 May.
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6. Appendix
A. Methodology
The project, Britain’s New Political Class (RPG-2013-175), is funded by the
Leverhulme Trust.
We collect data from publicly available sources including: newspaper articles,
party/candidate websites, Twitter, Facebook, Who’s Who, blogs and others.
We rely on what gets put into the public domain; if candidates don’t make
information public, then it remains ‘missing’ or unobserved. We also know
there are patterns to this ‘missingness’. For example, if candidates are local,
they will tell you, as it is usually deemed to be an electoral asset. If they are
not local, they are far less likely to make it known.
B. Marginality/target seats4
The provided are: overall numbers (total); by party; and by marginality or our
measure of winnable seats. For Con, Lab, LibDem, PC and SNP we use two
measures to choose our winnable seats: whether there was <=10% difference
in vote share between the 1st and 2nd parties (similar to BBC) and whether the
party was second in the constituency at the 2010 general election. The
marginality measure gives an indication of where a seat may change hands
and the party second allows us to determine whether the party actually stands
a chance at winning the seat. For UKIP and Greens, this criteria doesn't apply
given their results in 2010. Here we used their stated target seats, so their
judgment of whether they are competitive for a seat. Our measure doesn’t
pick up 3-way marginal.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4

There are very few marginal/target seats for UKIP, SNP, Greens and PC by our definition,
so we are unable to calculate gender and BME numbers in Tables 2 & 4.
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C. Figures
Figure 1. Percentage of BME candidates by party 2015)

Figure 2. Percentage of BME candidates by party & winnable seats 2015)
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Figure 3. Percentage of female candidates by party (2015)

Figure 4. Percentage of female candidates by party & winnable seats (2015)
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Figure 5. Age of candidates by party (2015)

Figure 6. Age of candidates by party & winnable seats (2015)5
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Figures for Plaid and SNP are not calculated as data is missing for these cases.

8

Table 1. 2010 MPs standing down

	
  

Name

Constituency

Year
Entered

Party

2015 Candidate

Ainsworth, Bob

Coventry North East

1992

Lab

Fletcher, Colleen

Arbuthnot, James

North East Hampshire

1987

Con

Jayawardena, Ranil

Baldry, Sir Tony

Banbury

1983

Con

Prentis, Victoria

Barker, Greg

Bexhill & Battle

2001

Con

Merriman, Huw

Bayley, Hugh

York Central

1992

Lab

Maskell, Rachael

Beith, Alan

Berwick-upon-Tweed

1973

LibDem

Porksen, Julie

Benton, Joe

Bootle

1990

Lab

Dowd, Peter

Binley, Brian

Northampton South

2005

Con

Mackintosh, David

Blears, Hazel

Salford & Eccles

1997

Lab

Long-Bailey, Rebecca

Blunkett, David

Sheffield Brightside

1987

Lab

Harpham, Harry

Brooke, Annette

Mid Dorset & North Poole

2001

LibDem

Slade, Vikki

Brown, Gordon

Kirkcaldy and Cowdenbeath

1983

Lab

Selbie, Kenny

Browne, Jeremy

Taunton Deane

2005

LibDem

Gilmour, Rachel

Bruce, Malcolm

Gordon

1983

LibDem

Jardine, Christine

Burley, Aidan

Cannock Chase

2010

Con

Milling, Amanda

Byles, Dan

Warwickshire North

2010

Con

Tracey, Craig

Campbell, Menzies

Fife North East

1987

LibDem

Brett, Tim

Caton, Martin

Gower

1997

Lab

Evans, Liz

Clappison, James

Hertsmere

1992

Con

Dowden, Oliver

Cunningham, Tony

Workington

2001

Lab

Hayman, Sue

Darling, Alistair

Edinburgh South West

1987

Lab

Henderson, Ricky

Denham, John

Southampton, Itchen

1992

Lab

Davis, Rowenna

Dobson, Frank

Holborn & St Pancras

1979

Lab

Starmer, Keir

Doran, Frank

Aberdeen North

1987

Lab

Baker, Richard

Dorrell, Stephen

Charnwood

1979

Con

Argar, Edward

Evans, Jonathan

Cardiff North

1992

Con

Williams, Craig

Foster, Don

Bath

1992

LibDem

Bradley, Steve

Francis, Hywel

Aberavon

2001

Lab

Kinnock, Stephen

Fullbrook, Lorraine

South Ribble

2010

Con

Kennedy, Seema

Hague, William

Richmond

1989

Con

Sunak, Rishi

Hain, Peter

Neath

1991

Lab

Rees, Christina

Hamilton, David

Midlothian

2001

Lab

Young, Kenny

Harvard, Dai

Merthyr Tydfil & Rhymney

2001

Lab

Jones, Gerald

Heath, David

Somerton & Frome

1997

LibDem

Rendel, David

Hendry, Charles

Wealden

2001

Con

Ghani, Nusrat

Heyes, David

Ashton-under-Lyne

2001

Lab

Rayner, Angela

Hoban, Mark

Fareham

2001

Con

Fernandes, Suella

Jackson, Glenda

Hampstead and Kilburn

1992

Lab

Siddiq, Tulip

James, Sian

Swansea East

2005

Lab

Carolyn Harris

Jowell, Tessa

Dulwich and West Norwood

1992

Lab

Hayes, Helen

Joyce, Eric

Falkirk

2000

Ind

Whitefield, Karen

Kelly, Chris

Dudley South

2010

Con

Wood, Mike

Lansley, Andrew

South Cambridgeshire

1997

Con

Allen, Heidi

9

	
  

Lee, Jessica

Erewash

2010

Con

Throup, Maggie

Llwyd, Elfyn

Dwyfor Meirionnydd

1992

PC

Saville-Roberts, Liz

Love, Andy

Edmonton

1997

Lab

Osamor, Kate

Luff, Peter

Mid Worcestershire

1992

Con

Huddleston, Nigel

Maude, Francis

Horsham

1983

Con

Quin, Jeremy

McGovern, Jim

Dundee West

2005

Lab

Marra, Michael

McGuire, Anne

Stirling

1997

Lab

Boyd, Johanna

Miller, Andrew

Ellesmere Port & Neston

1992

Lab

Madders, Justin

Mitchell, Austin

Great Grimsby

1977

Lab

Onn, Melanie

Mudie, George

Leeds East

1992

Lab

Burgon, Richard

Munn, Meg

Sheffield Heeley

2001

Lab

Haigh, Louise

Murphy, Paul

Torfaen

1987

Lab

Thomas-Symonds, Nick

Newmark, Brooks

Braintree

2005

Con

Cleverly, James

O'Brien, Stephen

Eddisbury

1999

Con

Sandbach, Antoinette

Ottaway, Richard

Croydon South

1983

Con

Philp, Chris

Paice, James

South East Cambridgeshire

1987

Con

Frazer, Lucy

Primarolo, Dawn

Bristol South

1987

Lab

Smyth, Karin

Randall, John

Uxbridge & Ruislip South

1997

Con

Johnson, Boris

Raynsford, Nick

Greenwich & Woolwich

1992

Lab

Pennycook, Matthew

Rifkind, Malcolm

Kensington

1974

Con

Borwick, Victoria

Riordan, Linda

Halifax

2005

Lab

Walker-Lynch, Holly

Robathan, Andrew

South Leicestershire

1992

Con

Costa, Alberto

Robertson, Hugh

Faversham & Kent Mid

2001

Con

Whately, Helen

Roy, Lindsay

Glenrothes

2008

Lab

Ward, Melanie

Ruddock, Joan

Lewisham, Deptford

1987

Lab

Foxcroft, Vicky

Ruffley, David

Bury St Edmonds

1997

Con

Churchill, Johanna

Sandys, Laura

South Thanet

2010

Con

Mackinlay, Craig

Shepherd, Richard

Aldridge-Brownhills

1979

Con

Morton, Wendy

Simmonds, Mark

Boston & Skegness

2001

Con

Warman, Matt

Stanley, John

Tonbridge & Malling

1974

Con

Tugendhat, Thomas

Straw, Jack

Blackburn

1979

Lab

Hollern, Kate

Stunell, Andrew

Hazel Grove

1997

LibDem

Smart, Lisa

Sutcliffe, Gerry

Bradford South

1994

Lab

Cummings, Judith

Swales, Ian

Redcar

2010

LibDem

Mason, Josh

Tapsell, Sir Peter

Louth & Horncastle

1959

Con

Atkins, Victoria

Teather, Sarah

Brent Central

2003

LibDem

Keith, Lauren

Walley, Joan

Stoke-on-Trent North

1987

Lab

Smeeth, Ruth

Walter, Robert

Dorset North

1997

Con

Hoare, Simon

Watts, David

St Helens North

1997

Lab

McGinn, Conor

Weatherley, Mike

Hove

2010

Con

Cox, Graham

Willetts, David

Havant

1992

Con

Mak, Alan

Wood, Mike

Batley & Spen

1997

Lab

Cox, Jo

Woodward, Shaun

St Helens South & Whiston

2001

Lab

Rimmer, Marie

Young, George

North West Hampshire

1974

Con

Malthouse, Kit
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The Perils of Forecasting The Result of the 2015 General Election
John Curtice
Strathclyde University
There is nothing new about academic attempts to forecast the results of
elections. After all, trying to discern what motivates voters has been one of the
principal preoccupations of political science since the discipline blossomed in
the post-war era. And if we have an adequate understanding of why voters
behave as they do, then presumably we should be able to predict what they will
do on polling day?
But until now much of this academic forecasting was limited to the confines of
the university seminar room and the academic journal. But the 2015 election has
seen academic forecasting enter the public spotlight. During the last twelve to
eighteen months a number of academic teams have been posting on the internet
forecasts of the result on a regular basis. Subsequently taken up by television
and newspapers, they may be even said to have displaced the swingometer as
the media’s favourite election toy.
All attempts at election forecasting are, however, attempts to learn and
extrapolate from the past. There are two main approaches. The first attempts to
identify systematic relationships between one or more underlying conditions
and the popularity of a party. Probably the best known (though by no means the
only) version of this approach is the claim that voters are more likely to back the
incumbent government if they are optimistic about the economic future. Using
data from previous elections (or over the course of several parliaments) an
equation is developed that says the level of support a party will enjoy on polling
day will reflect the level of economic optimism amongst voters some weeks or
months in advance. This equation can then be used to forecast the outcome of
the next election given the current level of economic optimism. Much the same
approach has also been adopted using data on the level of prime ministerial
approval.
The second main approach draws upon the idea of the political cycle – and the
mistakes that polls have made in the past. The popular version is that
governments tend to be unpopular in the middle of their term of office, but then
recover as polling day approaches. This idea can be used to predict the outcome
of an election many months in advance – on the assumption that the trajectory of
government support will mimic that of previous governments. Other possibilities
are to draw upon the observation that a party whose support is currently
unusually high (or low) in the polls is particularly likely to see its support fall (or
rise) by polling day – as manifestly happened to the Liberal Democrats in 2010.
At the same time, if there is apparent evidence that the polls have consistently
over- or under-estimated a party’s support at previous elections, we might wish
to anticipate much the same mistake being made again.
However, one of the difficulties facing any forecaster of the 2015 election is that,
apart from the fact that the outcome seems set to be unbelievably close and the
likely ‘winner’ thus more difficult to identify, the circumstances in which this
election is being fought is in many respects very different from those at previous

elections. Here is a by no means necessarily exhaustive list of the ways in which
this is the case.
1. The election follows the first coalition in post-war British history, and the
first time that the Liberal Democrats have been in government during the
post-war era. It is often argued that voters find it more difficult to
attribute credit and blame - including for the state of the economy - to
coalitions than to single party governments. Measures of Prime
Ministerial popularity may be inflated by a greater willingness amongst
supporters of the junior coalition partner to express approval of the
Prime Minister’s performance. Meanwhile, whereas in the past the Liberal
Democrats have usually secured more publicity during election
campaigns than beforehand (a publicity from which they have often
seemed to profit), as a result of being in government they have had plenty
of publicity during the last five years. At the same time, the party’s
continued ability to secure tactical support from erstwhile Labour
supporters may be thought placed in doubt after having opted to govern
in tandem with the Conservatives.
2. The election is being fought against the backdrop of unprecedented levels
of support for parties other than the Conservatives, Labour and the
Liberal Democrats. The election campaign began with support for such
parties standing collectively at around 25%, compared with the 10% level
they won at the ballot box in 2010. The outcome of the election is at least
as likely to turn on whether this support holds up - and if not who profits
– than it will on how voters switch between Conservative, Labour, Liberal
Democrat and Don’t Know. After all, some two-thirds of the votes that the
Conservatives have lost since 2010 have been lost to UKIP, while Labour
have lost votes heavily to the SNP in Scotland. The past gives us little
guidance as to what might happen to voters that have been lost in that
way.
3. The polls suggest we face the prospect of two unusually sharp drops in
party support - for the Liberal Democrats across the country as a whole,
and for Labour in Scotland in particular. In both cases the anticipated
percentage point decline in party support is greater than the share of the
vote that these parties won in some constituencies in 2010. This makes it
arithmetically inevitable that in some places where the party was
previously relatively strong their support will have fallen by more than it
has across the country as a whole. This in turn raises questions about
what impact the fall in support will have on the number of seats that it
retains – the assumptions of uniform swing would appear invalid.
Meanwhile previous examples of precipitous falls in party support –
Labour in 1983 and the Conservatives in 1997 – provide contradictory
indications as to whether in such circumstances a party will lose ground
more heavily in places where it was previously strongest.
4. This is the first election to have taken place under the terms of the Fixed
Terms Parliaments Act. The tendency of governments to gain ground as
an election approaches may in the past have been occasioned in part by
the tendency of government to call elections when their popularity has
increased, rather than vice-versa.

5. The polling industry has continued to innovate. Polling via the internet is
now the most common way of conducting polls. At the same time,
pollsters to various degrees and various ways have attempted to
overcome potential shortcomings in their methods and their measures by,
for example, weighting by past vote/party identification, reported
probability of voting and estimating the likely behaviour of those who say,
‘Don’t Know’. Thus while it is true that the polls have tended to
underestimate Conservative and underestimate Labour support at
previous elections, we may question how far that experience is an
adequate guide to the accuracy of polls being conducted now – especially
as the polls actually underestimated Labour support in 2010.
6. The electoral outcome in Scotland had already deviated from that of the
rest of the UK in 2010. Now the referendum appears to have occasioned a
structural shift in Scottish electoral politics, whereby voters are inclined
to vote in a Westminster election in a manner that was previously
confined to devolved Scottish Parliament elections. If so, previous
Westminster elections give us little guide to what will happen north of the
border in May 7th. Certainly virtually forecaster has accepted that
Scotland now has to be forecast separately from the rest of the UK.
None of this is to suggest that academics should not be attempting to
forecast what will happen on May7. If nothing else it forces us to be
systematic in thinking about what might and might not make a difference
to the outcome, and thus to appreciate what in the end might potentially
prove decisive. But we should bear in mind that whatever lessons we
think we should draw from the past, we will not know until May 8th
which ones have actually applied in the unusual circumstances of this
remarkable election.
14 April 2015
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The Perils of Forecasting 2015
John Curtice
Strathclyde University

Presumptions
• That there is a regular, predictable relationship
between opinion poll findings at any point in
time and the eventual result
– Time series functions (e.g. economic optimism;
prime ministerial approval)
– Regular patterns (e.g. poll bias; regression to the
mean; governments recover as election looms)

• That there is a predictable (or discernible)
relationship between votes and seats

Difficulties in 2015
• It is (apparently) unusually close!
• Can the past be regarded as a reliable guide?
– Coalition government
– Rise of ‘new’ parties
– Prospect of unusually big shifts
– Fixed Term Parliaments
– Changed Polling Industry
– Scotland

1

15/04/2015

Losses to UKIP
%
18

16

16
14
12

11

10
8

6

6
4
2
0
Con

Lab

Lib Dem

Source: Based on all polls published w/e 10
April

Household Finances
% better - % worse
30

26

20
8

10
0
Con

Lab

Lib Dem

UKIP
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Will there be a Conservative
Incumbency Effect?
Swing to Lab
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Based on 15 Ashcroft marginals polled in late March/early April where Con incumbent standing again. Comparison is
with Ashcroft national polls 23/3-13/4.

Some Minimal Conclusions
• We should always remember that the polls
could be (a little) wrong
• In a (supposedly) close election a little error
can make a big difference
• But we should also be wary of presuming that
this election will reflect the patterns of the
past
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Introduction
I’m Chris Hanretty, and I’m one third of electionforecast.co.uk. You can find my
contact details at the bottom of the page. The other two are Ben Lauderdale, at the
London School of Economics, and Nick Vivyan, of Durham University. We set up our
website last year, and now supply daily forecasts to BBC’s Newsnight and the web
site fivethirtyeight.com.
Our model has three parts.
1
2
3

We use constituency polling, and some proprietary data from YouGov, to
estimate current opinion in each constituency.
We take current national polls, and project them forwards in time.
We project our constituency opinion estimates forward in the same way that
we project our national polls forward.

Let me take these in turn.

Constituency polls
Since this time last year, there have been 210 polls of individual constituencies. This
is more than ever before. It is thanks to the largesse of the Conservative donor
Michael Ashcroft.
Constituency polls enable us to identify different trends in different parts of the
country. Ideally, we would have a poll for each constituency the day before the
election. Since we do not, we must use a statistical model which attempts to
generalize from the polls we do have. Specifically, we can use information on past
election results and demographic characteristics of each seat.

Current polls
These constituency polls must be put alongside national polls. (After all, the figures
in each constituency must add up to the figures nationwide). Since this time last
year, there have been 430 national polls. Because there have been so many polls, we
can get a very accurate picture of current national opinion.

Polls over time

You can see the main trends in Figure 1:




a decline in the vote share of the Greens
a decline in the vote share of UKIP
a recovery for the Conservative party

Forecast vote share
So far I have talked about current constituency polls, and current national polls. In
order to forecast, we have to move between current national polls and future
national outcomes.

On the basis of polls from 1979 onwards, we have found what others on this panel
have also found: polls tend to exaggerate change since the last election. If a poll sixty
days ahead of the election says that a party will improve 10% on its 2010
performance, then on average we should expect the party only to improve by six or
seven percent.
One way to interpret this is to think of what happens during the campaign.
Sometimes, opposition parties become very popular. Polls say they will increase
their vote share dramatically. The campaign starts, and they are exposed to
criticism. Polls fall back.
This means that we expect the Conservatives not to do as badly as the polls suggest,
and Labour not to do as well. These calculations are shown in Table 1.

Poll-of-polls

Implied
change from
2010

Forecast
change

Forecast vote

Conservatives

33.47

-4.77

-3.59

34.65

Labour

34.39

3.64

2.14

32.89

Liberal
Democrats

7.85

-16.57

-11.55

12.87

SNP

4.18

2.43

1.62

3.37

Plaid Cymru

0.60

0.01

-0.00

0.59

Greens

5.14

4.20

2.80

3.75

UKIP

13.20

9.92

6.65

9.94

Forecast seats
What does this mean for seats? Our forecast seat share is shown in Table 2. For each
party, we present the most likely number of seats. However, we also give a range
which indicates the most likely possibilities. In 90% of our simulated elections, we
find that the Labour party wins between 234 and 321 seats. These ranges are large
now, but will shrink the closer we get to the election.
Party

Mean

Lo

Hi

Conservatives

284

243

325

Labour

276

234

321

Liberal Democrats

25

15

35

SNP

41

26

53

Plaid Cymru

3

1

5

Greens

1

0

1

UKIP

1

0

1

We can also make some claims about other outcomes: it is




slightly more likely than not (55%) that the Conservatives will be the largest
party
very unlikely (10% probability) that either Labour or the Conservatives will
have a majority of 323 seats (i.e., excluding Sinn Féin)
quite likely (28% probability) that no two parties will have a majority of 323
seats

These figures will continued to be updated daily until the day of the election on
electionforecast.co.uk.

Contact details:
Dr. Chris Hanretty Reader in Politics, University of East Anglia e-mail: c.hanretty@uea.ac.uk tel: +44 75
2323 9185 twitter: @chrishanretty
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PSA Media Briefing: Executive Summary
Forecasting the 2015 British general election: three weeks out
Stephen Fisher, University of Oxford, 15th April 2015
Forecasters, academic experts, journalists, pollsters and the betting markets have
long been forecasting a seriously hung parliament with both major parties not only
short of the 326 seats required for an overall majority but even forecast to get less
than 300 seats. Meanwhile, an SNP landslide is expected in Scotland which would be
hugely damaging for Labour and have major implications for the government
formation process. If the forecasters and betting markets are right in their central
forecasts then Con+LD+DUP combined will be short of a majority and so a Labour led
government should form if they can secure the support of the SNP and probably
others, including the Liberal Democrats, will be needed too: a potentially messy and
unstable situation but also one where there is sufficient similarity in ideological
perspective for policy agreement on plenty of issues.
But there is uncertainty associated with all the forecasts and some forecasters are
trying to estimate the extent of that uncertainty, which in turn can be used to
calculate probabilities of particular events (hung parliament, largest party, etc.)
The three main probabilistic forecasters are the electionforecast.co.uk and Polling
Observatory teams and myself at ElectionsEtc.com. We all use fairly similar methods
but with some differences in modelling assumptions and scope of data sources. We
have different central forecasts and different levels of uncertainty, but we all agree
that there is a lot of uncertainty, with prediction intervals (ranges of reasonably
probable outcomes) varying from +/- 25 to +/-45 seats. As a result we are all unsure
who will emerge as the largest party on seats. Currently the highest probability from
any of us is 67% for the Tories from ElectionsEtc.com
These prediction intervals are not just niceties but need to be taken seriously. In
2010 the polls suggested that the Liberal Democrats were on course to get 80+ seats,
but they got 57. Famously in 1992 the polls were showing Labour ahead but the
Tories won a majority. Late swing and polling error can be considerable and
unpredictable as the recent salutary example from Israel shows. If the polls are out
in this election by as much as they were there, then either of the main parties could
end up with a majority.
Uncertainty estimation and probabilistic forecasting is also valuable for
understanding the relative chances of different kinds of governments emerging after
the election. The graphic below shows the latest ElectionsEtc.com forecast. The pie
chart on the right gives probabilities that different combinations of parties will have
majorities (more than 323 seats given that Sinn Fein do not take theirs). While there
are often several different combinations of parties that could command a majority, I
have made simplifying assumptions as to which grouping would in effect sustain the
government. Whether it would be a coalition, confidence-and-supply or some other
kind of agreement is not addressed here; that is less important for policy than which
parties are involved.

Starting from the top of the pie chart and working clockwise. There is an 8% chance
still of a Tory majority, if they are just short of a majority they could call on the DUP,
or if that is not enough then the Liberal Democrats or perhaps both if needs be. UKIP
do not appear because they are only expected to get four seats and I have assumed
that a deal involving both UKIP and LD would be too difficult. As a result of the
limited number and size of potential governing partners for the Tories, there is only
a 42% chance of a Conservative led government, even though there is a two thirds
chance of the Tories being the largest party (on votes or seats).
Conversely starting from the top of the pie chart and working anti-clockwise shows
the relative chances of different Labour led governments. As with the Tories Labour
would also call on the DUP and Liberal Democrats first if those parties were
sufficient to yield a majority, on the basis that the SNP will be harder for Labour to do
a deal with, especially given their differences over Trident. But if it were necessary to
appeal to the SNP support and SNP support was sufficient to give Labour a majority
then a Lab-SNP deal would probably form without any other parties. Experience
from other countries suggests that a majority-commanding group of parties is more
likely to control the government the fewer parties there are in the group was well as
greater the ideologically similarity between them.
The single most likely outcome (central forecast) is at the bottom of the pie chart and
that is a seriously hung parliament with the Conservatives as clearly the largest party
but a majority on the left, including the SNP and Liberal Democrats. It is not clear that
this diverse group of parties would be able to sustain a stable government and it is
difficult to say what form it would take if there is one. However, we do know the SNP
will not be taking ministerial posts and if there is a three-way deal between Labour,
the SNP and Liberal Democrats, they should be able to rely on the Greens, Plaid
Cymru and the SDLP not to gang up against them with the Tories if the small parties
ended up pivotal.
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Forecasting method overview
• Average GB current voting intention polls
• Use historical votes and polls to see how current
polls are likely to translate into actual votes
– No longer expect much swing back
– Mainly adjustment for historical poll bias

• Model constituency differences
– Use Ashcroft and YouGov data
– Separate model for Scotland

• Simulate hypothetical election results
• Estimate uncertainty and probabilities
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Why are the Two Major Parties Neck and Neck in the Polls?
The Powerpoint accompanying this note looks at trends in both voting intentions and
the factors that drive voting behaviour in Britain over time, using data from the Essex
Continuous Monitoring Survey. The current data shows that neither Labour nor the
Conservatives have a significant advantage over the other, and are running pretty
much neck and neck in the polls. Why is that? To answer this question we need to
look at the key factors which drive voting behaviour. There are four which are
particularly important. They are approval of the government’s record, partisanship,
evaluations of the leaders and perceptions of the important issues in the election.
Approval of the government’s record provides a broad brush measure of how the
governing party or parties are doing and the basic story is that roughly a third of the
voters approve and just over a half disapprove of the government’s record and this
hasn’t changed over the last year. The second important driver of the vote is
partisanship or party identification. This measures the ‘brand loyalty’ that voters feel
towards the parties. Many people do not have this, but if they do then it is an
important factor which explains how they vote.
Currently, Labour and the
Conservatives are neck and neck in partisanship with Labour having a slight
advantage over their rivals since January last year, but this advantage has more or
less disappeared since the start of 2015. One interesting development is that UKIP
has acquired loyal partisan supporters and they are comparable in number to the
Liberal Democrats. Partisanship helps to provide a core or bedrock vote – since
party identifiers are inclined to stay loyal even when their party is unpopular.
The third factor which drives the vote is public evaluations of the political leaders.
These are a quick and easy way for voters to judge whether or not a government will
be competently led and therefore effective. It turns out that the likeability of the
leaders is a good summary measure of this factor since it is associated with other
desirable leadership traits such as competence, trustworthiness and decisiveness.
The data shows that none of the four party leaders are particularly popular since they
all score less than five on a ten point likeability scale. However, Cameron does have
an advantage over Miliband and both of these leaders have an advantage over Nick
Clegg and Nigel Farage. The Conservatives will undoubtedly pick up votes from
having this advantage but it is not large. On average the distance between the two
leaders is less than half a point on the ten point scale. Another interesting
development is that Nigel Farage appears to be losing ground on this scale, although
he has been ahead of Nick Clegg for most of 2014.
The fourth key factor which explains voting is issue perceptions, but only a handful of
issues matter to most people. The surveys show that the economy is the leading
issue, followed by the NHS and then immigration. Looking at changes over time, the
economy has got slightly less important and the NHS remains about the same, while
immigration has been growing in importance as the election approaches. When
asked if the government has done a good job or a bad job in managing these issues,
then the Conservatives get good marks for the economy but poor marks for the NHS
and abysmal marks for immigration. This is one of the reasons why the improvement
in the economy observed over the last year has not greatly increased Conservative
voting support. Any extra credit the party receives for its performance on the
economy is offset by its performance on immigration and to a lesser extent the NHS.

Analysis shows that as far as these issues are concerned Conservatives are the
focus of attention rather than the Coalition government and this helps to explain why
Liberal Democrat support has not improved over time.
There is another reason why an improved economic performance has not put the
Conservatives ahead in the polls. Close to a half of survey respondents think that
the national economy has done well over the previous year, but only about a fifth of
them think that their own personal finances have improved. Thus many people feel
that the economic recovery does not apply to them, and in addition about thirty per
cent think that no party is good at managing the economy. This scepticism about the
economic recovery is making it hard for the Conservatives to claim credit for the
economy and win additional support.
There are other factors at work in influencing the vote but these are the main ones.
So the answer to the original question about why the parties are so close together in
the polls is that neither of them have a significant advantage over the other on the
key drivers of vote intentions. The election campaign might shift this, but it is looking
increasingly unlikely that it will change things enough to avoid a hung Parliament.
Professor Paul Whiteley
University of Essex
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Vote Intentions For the Parties
- Essex Continuous Monitoring Survey)
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What Drives the Vote?









The Overall Performance of the Government
Partisanship – ‘Brand Loyalty’ or attachments
to a political party
Leadership Evaluations – Do people like or
dislike a Leader?
The Economy - Are they optimistic or
pessimistic about the national economy and
about their own personal finances?
Other Issues - Immigration and the NHS are
the second and third most important issues
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Partisanship or ‘Brand Loyalty’
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Changes in Issue Saliency for the Three Most
Important Issues
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About a third approve and just over half of respondents disapprove
of the government’s record and this hasn’t changed over time
Labour and the Conservatives are about the same on partisanship
as are the Liberal Democrats and UKIP
Leaders are relatively unpopular (all scoring less than 5 out of ten)
but Cameron is a bit more popular than Miliband, Clegg is improving
a bit and Farage is losing ground
The economy is the most salient issue but it has lost a bit of its
importance over time, while the NHS has grown in importance
The government does well on the economy, not very well on the
NHS and abysmally on immigration
Optimism about the national economy has improved a bit but a lot of
people still don’t feel better off personally (although this is improving)
and many think that no party is best on managing the economy
The Conservatives and Labour are neck and neck because neither
has a decisive advantage over the other on the key drivers of voting
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