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Abstract
When it was announced that Labour had won the constituencies of Canterbury and Kensington at the
2017 general election, the story was already written: ‘Labour is no longer the party of the working
class’. This fits with the current narrative that those places in England and Wales that are considered
most ‘left behind’ are deserting Labour as the party develops strongholds in urban, ‘cosmopolitan’
areas. Merging constituency-level census data with general election data, this paper uses linear
regression techniques to investigate the long-term changes in the sociodemographic and geographic
factors associated with Labour and Conservative vote shares at each election from 1979 to 2017. The
results suggest that while Labour’s support has fallen in manufacturing areas, their dominance
remains in areas with high levels of poor health, geographically immobile populations and those
employed in precarious occupations. Labour’s support is increasingly concentrated in these most
deprived constituencies as well as urban areas with significant cosmopolitan industries. It is too
premature therefore to suggest that ‘left behind’ areas have abandoned the Labour party, providing
that we re-conceptualise the ‘left behind’ to measure disadvantage rather than simply categorise the
older, white, ‘traditional working class’.

Introduction
The demographic and socioeconomic structure of British society is rapidly changing. It is fast becoming
an increasingly aged, educated, ethnically and religiously heterogeneous country in which traditional
notions of social class, race, ethnicity and ‘Britishness’ have been thrown up into the air. At the same
time, deindustrialisation and the growth of the service sector has fragmented traditional class
structures and has caused the occupational middle class to bulge. However, these changes do not
occur uniformly across time nor space. London’s demographic makeup, for example, has been
changing so rapidly for so long that, aside from the fact that its geographical location means it sits less
than sixty kilometres from the seaside towns of Essex, they share so little in common that they feel
like they belong to different countries. This demographic and socioeconomic polarisation exists not
simply between London and the rest of the UK, but rather between areas that are ‘like London’ younger, more educated, more ethnically diverse, urban areas – and those ‘unlike London’ that are
characterised by ethnic homogeneity, low education levels, a more ageing population, long-term
economic stagnation and under-investment. The formed might be termed ‘cosmopolitan’ areas and
the latter, somewhat pejoratively, ‘left behind’ areas. These divisions are, it is thought, more than
simple reflections of occupational social class or socioeconomic positions. Rather, they reflect a
complex mix of demographic, socioeconomic, geographic and cultural patterns. Increasingly, as a
result, one might describe the British population as more segregated than ever, with the cosmopolitan
urbanites living in entirely separate social, economic, cultural, geographic and virtual spaces than their
opposites – the ‘left behind’.
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According to Jennings and Stoker (2017), the 2017 general election “revealed a continued tilting of
the political axis in England that has long been in the making” – that is, between citizens residing in
shrinking, declining ‘left behind’ areas and those in growing, prospering ‘cosmopolitan’ areas. The
former are said to be moving away from the Labour party whilst support increases in the latter. Yet
there is little evidence for precisely how long this divide has been in the making or how it might have
changed over time, most likely due to difficulties in constructing datasets over long time periods that
account for boundary changes. Furthermore, there has been little consideration of the extent to which
any such ‘left behind’/’cosmopolitan’ is different from the traditional class cleavage that has
structured European politics since the Second World War. By examining this cleavage alongside more
traditional occupational measures of social class back to 1979, this research will sufficiently be able to
capture long-term trends in the relationship between demographic, socioeconomic and geographical
makeup of constituencies and voting outcomes, thereby plugging this knowledge gap sufficiently. The
aim of this research paper is to understand the extent to which so-called ‘left behind’ areas have
actually moved away from the Labour party over time, when this process might have occurred most
significantly and to what extent this depends on any definitions that we use of ‘left behind’ – a fuzzy,
ill-defined concept.
While there has also been a mass of articles explaining UKIP’s success and Brexit by referring to this
so-called ‘left behind’, there has been no significant or critical attempt made to conceptualise the
term. This research provides a detailed analysis of the way in which the term has been utilised, its
appropriateness and provides a conceptualisation that incorporates not only socioeconomic and
demographic characteristics but also geographical measures. It is the first academic article of its kind
to respond to the blithe uses of the term and attempt a more thorough definition that could be used
by future researchers. This aids the conclusion of this research – that it is premature to identify ‘left
behind’ areas as abandoning the Labour party, for if we employ a less racialised ‘left behind’ concept,
the precise opposite is shown to be the case.

The ‘class cleavage’, Labour and the working class
"It was class voting which gave to British politics its electoral stability. Electoral behaviour came to
display a considerable degree of geographical homogeneity since an elector in Cornwall would tend
to vote the same way as an elector from a similar class in Glasgow regardless of national or
locational differences" (Bogdanor, 1983, p. 53)
“At the end of the twentieth century class had come to play a very limited role in determining the
voting preferences of the British electorate” (Clarke et al., 2004, p. 50)

Although electoral voting in western elections is perhaps more unpredictable than ever, many
mainstream political parties still rely on their ‘core voters’ - specific demographic or socioeconomic
groups of individuals - to overwhelmingly vote in their favour. This stability has been described as
reflecting major societal cleavages – “fundamental divisions on basic political issues” around which a
party can construct a core of support amongst particular social groups (Johnston & Pattie, 2006, p.2).
The idea of longstanding electoral cleavages was first theorised by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) who saw
national revolutions and industrial revolutions as catalysts for the organisation of political parties
around a set of particular political views. The former often led to Church-state and core-periphery
cleavages; the latter to town-country and class cleavages.
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Most authors rely on the work of Bartolini and Mair (1990) to define three conditions that must be
met to refer to an electoral cleavage: structural divisions between social groups (empirical element),
each of which should have an identity formed of shared values and beliefs (normative element) that
manifest in political expression and longstanding associations with institutions, organisations and
political parties (organisational/behavioural element). The result, for Lipset and Rokkan (1967), was
that cleavage structures from the 1920s were still reflected in 1960s party systems that had been
“frozen” in place with only temporary deviations. This has since been referred to as the “freezing
hypothesis” (Mair, 2000). In most cases, only parties that are able to reflect the dominant cleavages
can survive, resulting in significant stability over time in both the political behaviour of the electorate
and of parties.
Of the cleavages outlined by Lipset and Rokkan, it was the class cleavage, represented by socialist and
conservative parties respectively, that both structured and dominated twentieth-century European
politics (von Schoultz, 2017; Triandafyllidou & Gropas, 2015). As the “rising masses of wage
earners…resented their conditions of work and the insecurity of their contracts” (Lipset & Rokkan,
1967, p.21), they required representation for their material interests, giving birth to Labour unions
and socialist political parties. Accordingly, a bond developed on the one hand between the newly
formed industrial working classes and socialist political parties and on the other between the owners
of capital and their supporters and conservative parties (Johnston & Pattie, 2008). Thus, in the United
Kingdom, Labour developed a core and largely loyal working class support of typically unionised
industrial and manual workers. The ensuing class partisanship reached its peak around the 1940s and
1950s, shown most obviously in the electoral successes for Labour and misery for the Conservatives
in areas around the coalfields of South Wales and Northern England. The strong and stable
attachments of the working and middle classes to Labour and the Conservatives respectively was well
documented by Butler and Stokes (1969), whose seminal text paved the way for future understandings
of the ‘two-class, two-party model’ of British politics (Webb, 2000, p.44).
By the 1970s, the dominant narrative in European political science had changed: there was emerging
“a new age of mass politics, an age in which cleavages are no longer frozen, traditional social divisions
are no longer relevant to politics, and the parties themselves are in decay” (Mair, 1990, p.11). The
influence of the social structure upon voting outcomes was found to be in decline across Western
Europe at the end of the twentieth and into the twenty-first century (Franklin et al., 1992; Oskarson,
2005; Best, 2011). The longevity of the ‘two-class, two-party’ model of British politics began to be
questioned as well, with significant research pointing to the diminishing influence of social class on
voting (Crewe et al., 1977; Franklin, 1985). By the late 1990s, even researchers that had once
contested this class dealignment thesis began to concede that a decline in class-based voting had
occurred (Evans, 1999). The association between manual workers and the Labour party had weakened
considerably by the 1997 general election (Sanders, 1998; Tonge, 2000) – a trend of the working
classes slowly disassociating with Labour that continued in 2001 and 2005 (Johnston & Pattie, 2006;
Denver, 2007).
The result of the 2017 general election surprised the vast majority of political scientists and the wider
public alike. Not only was the relative success of Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour party unexpected, so was
the return to a two-party politics in which 82.4% of the votes across the UK were cast for either the
Conservative or Labour parties. However, this appears not to be a strengthening of the class alignment
of the latter twentieth century. Rather, in only the two years from 2015 to 2017, Labour’s support
amongst those in higher social grades AB and C1 appeared to increase much more significantly than
amongst social grades C2 and DE (Ipsos Mori, 2017). This is mirrored by Curtice’s (2017) recent analysis
showing that Labour’s support in 2017 remained at the same level amongst the “Traditional Working
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Class” – largely older working class voters – yet it grew significantly amongst the “Liberal Elite” –
predominantly graduates in professional jobs – and the “Liberal Youth” – young people in middle-level
employment(Curtice, 2017). This acceleration of class dealignment in 2017 has also been reported in
post-election surveys coordinated by Lord Ashcroft (2017) and YouGov (Curtis, 2017) who concluded
that class “is no longer a very good indicator of voting intention”.

A changing social structure and the birth of the precariat
While there is a reasonable consensus that class dealignment has occurred in British politics, there is
considerable disagreement concerning whether this process reflects the changing structure of social
classes – the ‘embourgeoisement’ of the working class and growing class heterogeneity - or a declining
strength of allegiance between social class and political parties. In short, a key question is: does the
weakening class cleavage reflect changing social structures or changing voter behaviour? The former
process is referred to as ‘structural dealignment’ or ‘ecological realignment’; the latter as ‘behavioural
dealignment’ or ‘sectoral realignment’ (Lachat, 2007; Flanagan, 1984). Even studies that have made
passing references to changing cleavage group sizes have often then gone on to favour examinations
of behavioural changes (Best, 2011). It is crucial, therefore, to emphasise here that electoral change
is not wholly dependent upon the voting behaviour of citizens: “even if voting patterns among
members of the different social groups do not change, a cleavage can still erode simply because its
social-structural basis has changed” (Lachat, 2007, p.4).
Since the Second World War and the peak of class-based voting, there have been immense
technological and economic changes that have fundamentally altered the way in which people earn a
living in the twenty-first century. Higher education has become increasingly accessible, prosperity
more widely attainable and once clear-cut divisions between economic sectors and occupations have
become blurred (Gallagher et al., 2001). At the same time, wholescale deindustrialisation,
tertiarisation and the decline of manual labour has led to arguably more amorphous social class
boundaries, leaving no clear dichotomy between manual/non-manual workers that can easily be
reflected in a Labour/Conservative voting dichotomy (Clarke et al., 2004). Accordingly, Labour’s
demise in the 1970s and 1980s may not have been simply the result of losing support amongst working
class voters, but at least in part due to the shrinking size of the working class as the country
transitioned into a largely service-based economy (Heath et al., 1985).
As a result of widening inequality, tertiarisation and an increasingly open and flexible labour market
in a competitive globalised economy, the working class has become increasingly fragmented at the
same time as ‘a class-in-the-making’ emerging: the ‘precariat’ (Standing, 2015). The precariats, as
described by Standing (2015, p.6), have distinctive relations of production: “their labour is insecure
and unstable, so that it is associated with casualization, informalisation, agency labour, part-time
labour, phoney self-employment and the new mass phenomenon of crowd-labour”. They belong to
neither the working class nor the middle class: they lack the stable, fixed-hour, long-term jobs with
potential unionisation and collective agreements associated with the former and they lack the stable
salary and status of the latter. While they may be defined by local or national characteristics of
employment (e.g. zero-hours contracts), the ‘precariat’ exists in a more fragmented global class
structure (Standing, 2015). According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(cited in Harris, 2016), the entirety of net jobs growth between 1995 and 2015 is accounted for by
“non-standard” jobs – part-time, temporary or self-employed positions. Harris (2016) explains:
“In retrospect, the left’s halcyon era was based on a straightforward project. When the archetypal
factory gates swung open, out came thousands of men – and by and large, they were men – united
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by an unchanging daily experience, and ready to support a political force that would use the unions,
the state, and the fabled “mass party” to create a new, much fairer world in their monolithic image.”
Today, the “atomising, quicksilver economy” has sidestepped these structures, exacerbating working
class fragmentation and reducing the possibilities of political coalitions” (Harris, 2016). However, it
would seem that if the 2017 election is anything to go by, the precariat is hardly politically impotent.
It is a widely held belief that a significant factor in the rise of Jeremy Corbyn and the relative success
of the Labour party in 2017 has been the support of precarious Millennials – a digital generation that
have been politicised by the recent economic crisis and their exclusion from the social contract that is
conditional on full-time employment (Standing, 2016; Foti, 2017). Recent analysis by Jennings and
Stoker (2017) confirmed that Labour succeeded in the 2017 election in constituencies with higher
proportions of people in typically precarious occupations. This mirrors the support in the USA for
Bernie Sanders that came from the youth precariat (Kotkin, 2016) – a group that may have a ‘status
discord’ from their relatively high level qualifications but insecure work and relatively low income
(Kosugi, 2008).

A ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘left behind’ realignment?
“[T]he great divide is not north versus south or cities versus towns or left versus right, or even
working-class versus middle-class. It is between those communities that have found a way to thrive in
the economic circumstances conscribing England today—a high-wage, Anglo-Saxon service economy
on the edge of Europe—and those that have not been able or (debatably) willing to do so.”
(Cliffe, 2014).
While the processes of globalisation and deindustrialisation and successive government’s ideological
commitments to free-market economics has precipitated the rise of the precariat, it has also more
broadly contributed to the further development of an increasingly economically and culturally divided
country. Rodrik (1997) provoked intense debate when he dissented from the widespread economic
orthodoxy by arguing that globalisation has ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, and that the widespread
resentment of the latter groups might explain unusual and seemingly disparate political behaviour.
According to Kriesi et al (2008, p.8), the ‘winners’ of globalisation are typically ‘cosmopolitan citizens’
and qualified workers in employment sectors that are open to international competition. The ‘losers’
of globalisation include employees in traditionally protected sectors alongside those with no formal
qualifications and those that have strong ties to a national identity. These loosely defined categories
have been defined elsewhere as ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘left behind’. But who is really being referred to
when academics, politicians and journalists use these labels?
For Ford and Goodwin (2014, p.11), assessing support for UKIP led to the definition of an archetypal
‘left behind’ group identifiable both socio-demographically as typically older, white, male, less
educated and economically insecure, and also attitudinally, as those that are “profoundly
uncomfortable in this ‘new’ society, which they regard as alien and threatening” – the ‘new’ society
being one that is outward looking and ethnically and culturally diverse.
Journalists and academics have written of ‘left behind’ and cosmopolitan neighbourhoods, towns,
cities and regions in much the same way as ‘left behind’ and cosmopolitan individuals based on certain
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. Jennings and Stoker (2016b) have applied this more
geographical conceptualisation to describe the way in which processes of uneven development have
created ‘two Englands’ consisting of growing cosmopolitan areas and shrinking ‘backwaters’.
Cosmopolitan areas, such as London, Manchester or Cambridge, are broadly defined by growing
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populations, high levels of inward migration of a young, highly-qualified workforce and important
cultural assets that encourage innovation, such as universities. In contrast, provincial ‘backwaters’,
such as Clacton-on-Sea, the Isle of Wight and Totnes are characterised by economic decline with low
growth, low pay, low skilled employment and consequently outward migration of their skilled,
educated, young population.
This ‘left behind’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ division, both individually and geographically, has political
manifestations: in these economically declining and shrinking areas, Jennings and Stoker describe an
England that is “inward-looking, relatively negative about the EU and immigration, worried by the
emergence of new right for ‘minorities’ and prone to embracing nostalgia” (Jennings & Stoker, 2016b,
p.372). This matches Cliffe’s (2014, 2015) identification that the most critical division in Britain is no
longer on the grounds of social class or regional North-South geography, but on the uneven pace at
which different areas of the UK are moving towards cosmopolitanism, a term he defines as “the
growing comfortableness in an ethnically diverse society, the live-and-let-live attitudes of young
Britons, the new self-confidence and swagger about Britain’s cities” (Cliffe, 2015, p.3). In short, the
separation he identifies is between places that are ‘like London’ and places that are ‘not like London’.
This chimes with newspaper articles that have found explanations for the vote to leave the EU in the
“devastated communities throughout industrial England” (Carter, 2016) and a widespread “loss of
close, industrial communities” – small towns that have yet to recover from processes of
deindustrialisation (Goodhart, 2016). A rift has developed between cities with a significant young,
highly-skilled, ethnically diverse and well-educated population and towns or small cities with a largely
older, white, less well-educated population.
Beyond the well documented associations between the so-called ‘left behind’ and UKIP and a Leave
vote in the EU referendum, there has been relatively little analysis applying these concepts to Labour
and Conservative support over time. Stoker and Jennings (2015) provided some analysis of
mainstream party voting at the 2015 general election, highlighting that, at constituency level, the
Conservative party maintained their appeal much more than Labour across the bifurcated political
realm. For Labour, their appeal was strong in cosmopolitan areas but hardly universal; in so-called
backwater areas they were only just the second most successful party by vote share. It was also largely
expected before the 2017 general election that, on the back of the Brexit vote, the Conservatives were
going to make serious inroads into Labour’s support in their traditional, largely working-class,
supposedly ‘left behind’ heartlands. Former mining communities in South Wales and South Yorkshire
as well as deindustrialised areas of the North East were expected to turn away from the so-called
cosmopolitan, London-centric Labour party of Jeremy Corbyn. To an extent, there was an element of
truth to this, as the Conservatives increased their support most significantly amongst homeowners in
ex-industrial areas – “typically aged over 55, in social grade C2DE, living in modest terraced or semidetached properties and struggling to cope on the income they have” (Warren, 2017). At the same
time, the Conservatives lost the support of many wealthy professionals, many of whom will have voted
for the UK to remain in the EU. However, it would be wholly inaccurate to paint a picture of the
Conservatives as ‘the party of the ‘left behind’’ and Labour as the ‘the party of the ‘cosmopolitans’’.
In fact, as more recent analysis by Jennings and Stoker (Jennings & Stoker, 2017) has shown, at the
same time as Labour increasing their vote share between 2005 and 2017 most significantly in
constituencies with high proportions of young, educated people employed in ‘cosmopolitan
industries’, they also improved in areas with higher shares of precariat workers and those in poor
health. As they explain, this is “somewhat at odds with characterisation of a party that has lost the
‘left behind’” (Jennings & Stoker, 2017). While the Conservatives have made some gains in less
ethnically diverse and former manufacturing areas – perhaps more traditional, white, working class
areas – Labour have formed a kind of alliance between areas with high proportions of the insecure,
new working class and an educated, urban population. Perhaps unexpectedly, this would suggest that,
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between 2005 and 2017, the fragmentation of the working class has had no serious electoral
consequences for the Labour party – the traditional party of the working class.

The ‘left behind’ concept: theoretically fuzzy, racialised and patronising?
If a person or place is ‘left behind’, it must be from something. At a place-based level, the term implies
being ‘left behind’ from cosmopolitanism and the associated economic progress of larger, more
educated, affluent and ethnically diverse cities, to which apparently every place is on a linear path to
become more like. The implication is that in order to progress, Stoke-on-Trent has to become more
like Cambridge, Oldham more like Brighton and everywhere more like London. Economically speaking,
this may be true if areas of the UK remain so dependent on London (Mcgough & Piazza, 2016) – a
disparity that has only deepened since the 2008-9 recession (Hutton & Lee, 2012). Furthermore, in
many deindustrialised towns and cities, a heavy reliance on one major declining industry (Stoke-onTrent – potteries; Oldham – textiles) has restricted their socio-economic development in a globalised,
deindustrialised, service-led economic structure (Bailey & Cowling, 2011). Whether through failure to
diversify or failure to specialise (the economic orthodoxy), many of these towns and cities are
struggling economically, and if referring to them as economically ‘left behind’ draws attention to, and
encourages solutions for this plight, then it would seem reasonable in a purely economic sense.
One of the issues with Ford and Goodwin’s conceptualisation of the ‘left behind’ is that they do not
begin by attempting to identify this group based on such economic characteristics. Instead, they first
identify the sociological characteristics of individuals that are associated with UKIP’s vote share. When
it is found that this group are largely white, working class, old and with few educational qualifications,
they are termed the ‘left behind’. The tautological argument then follows that it is the ‘left behind’
that fuelled the rise of UKIP and the subsequent vote to leave the European Union. Firstly, it is not
possible to possess ‘left behind’ political views or attitudes, for this implies an unlikely linear trend in
attitudinal change over time. Secondly, categorising a place as ‘left behind’ solely on the economic or
geographical analyses of academics, politicians or journalists risks condemning the future of residents
who live there based on our notions of what their reality is. Lisa Nandy (2017), Labour MP for Wigan,
argues that this term does not resonate with many people who live in so-called ‘left behind’ towns
because these “towns aren’t wastelands where people have nothing left to lose and dream of escaping
to the cities”. Instead, she points out that many deprived towns have excellent public services, decent
environments and a “sense of community, stability and quality of life”, such that many people make
a choice to move or remain there even if mainstream politics has failed to grasp and even ridiculed
these values.
Thirdly, and perhaps more seriously, defining the ‘left behind’ in relation to UKIP’s support or the vote
to leave the European Union allows for the emergence of an ethnic bias. By grouping together ethnic
minorities with a predominantly highly-skilled white population as ‘cosmopolitan’, it overlooks their
classed experiences, most critically those that experience social and economic disadvantage in diverse
urban settings. Ethnic minority groups in Britain are disproportionately welfare-dependent, living in
poverty, unemployed or in low-skilled, insecure work and without university qualifications (Sunak &
Rajeswaran, 2014; Barnard & Turner, 2011). Presenting the white, working class as the “injured
population” ignores the fact that their economic grievances are likely to be shared, or even felt more
strongly, by ethnic minorities (Rhodes, 2012). It serves to conceal the difficult reality of life for many
ethnic minorities (as well as other residents living in ‘cosmopolitan’ areas) who are disproportionately
poor, living in highly unequal, cosmopolitan cities where they face “a daily battle against poverty and
hardship, with a front row seat to wealth and opportunity but no share in its advantages” (Nandy,
2017). This inherent bias against identifying the economic disadvantage felt by inner-city residents in
any ‘left behind’ concept is most evident:
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“It is telling that some of the places that gave the lowest levels of support to Brexit include Hackney,
Lambeth, Haringey, Islington, Cambridge, Edinburgh, Richmond-upon-Thames, Kensington and
Chelsea and Tower Hamlets — all urban, diverse and relatively affluent areas that feel broadly at ease
with the EU, immigration and the global market” (Goodwin, 2016).
These urban areas may be particularly ethnically diverse, but to categorise them and the residents
therein as “relatively affluent” conceals serious disadvantage and localised economic inequality. In
fact, a recent index of deprivation ranks Hackney as the second most deprived local authority in the
country, Tower Hamlets at number six, Islington at thirteen, Haringey at twenty-one and Lambeth at
twenty-two (Office for National Statistics, 2015). This certainly begs the question: are residents living
in poverty in inner-city London, Manchester and Liverpool not considered ‘left behind’ because they
are often part of multi-ethnic communities or because they have never embraced far-right politics and
Brexit? To put it simply, if we insist on identifying who or where is ‘left behind’ by propensity towards
voting Leave or UKIP, it is inevitable that places with serious economic disadvantage are going to be
overlooked in favour of places that are largely older, white and working class.
Finally, there is an obvious risk to oversimplifying complex socioeconomic, cultural, economic and
geographical characteristics and processes in order to create some neat dichotomisation of the
population into ‘left behind’ and cosmopolitan areas. Characterising and grouping together places in
an accurate, coherent and inoffensive way is difficult and perhaps not always conducive to presented
nuanced arguments. When Goodwin and Milazzo (2015, p.72) identified the local conditions that have
given rise to UKIP’s support in Clacton, they note that “Clacton was not an exceptional place. It was
merely one part of a much larger chunk of territory that was grappling with the same socio-economic
problems”. While that may be so, it would be preposterous to make several hasty conclusions: that
Clacton, Rotherham and Rochdale are equally ‘left behind’ because of their similar socioeconomic
conditions; that the three are even similar types of places based on these conditions; or that based on
their ‘left behindedness’, one would expect similar electoral outcomes across the three
constituencies. Perhaps as Jennings and Stoker (2016a) have articulated, there may be a need to
consider three rather than two Englands: cosmopolitan areas, backwaters and industrial relics – the
latter referring to former industrial towns, often in the North with “aging populations, high reliance
on public sector, decaying infrastructure, limited engagement in the creative/knowledge economy,
[and] social residues of traditional working class base”. This characterisation would differentiate
declining coastal areas such as Clacton from industrial relics that are perhaps likely to have a stronger
historical connection to the Labour party.

Methodological approach
The aim of the data collection and cleaning process in this work has been to create a constituencylevel dataset with party vote shares for each general election from 1979 to 2017 merged with accurate
sociodemographic and geographical data. This has involved a range of data sources: census data for
the years 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011 taken from Nomis and InFuse mixed with different pre-existing,
publically available, merged datasets. The only constituencies that have been omitted from the
datasets are the Speaker’s seat at each election and any cases where Labour or the Conservatives did
not stand, such as Tatton at the 1997 constituency. This research project has only utilised electoral
and sociodemographic data for England and Wales on the grounds that Scotland and Northern Ireland
represent unique cases that should be studied separately – Scotland due to the rise of the Scottish
National Party and Northern Ireland because of its different political parties and electoral cleavages.
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Variable creation, harmonisation and selection
The following variables – grouped by how they might relate to a social class or cosmopolitan/’left
behind’ cleavage - have been created for use in this research:
Traditional working class
Employed in manufacturing: From 2001 onwards, this is the proportion of the economically active
population employed in manufacturing. For elections that use the 1981 and 1991 census, this is the
proportion of the employed population age 16 and over.
Routine/semi-routine occupations: As the result of a reliance upon census data available at
parliamentary constituency level as well as notional datasets that have been constructed by other
academics, there is limited flexibility in the choice of measurements of social class. For all general
elections since 2001, the NS-SEC categories of ‘routine/semi-routine occupations’ will be used to
capture ‘traditional’ working class employment. The NS-SEC was only introduced for the 2001 census.
Therefore, when using census data from 1981 and 1991, I have used the Registrar General’s Social
Class (RGSC) measure of ‘semi-skilled/unskilled occupations’ – the percentage of the head of
households whose occupations are coded as IV or V in the RGSC. It is therefore worth proceeding with
some caution when comparing between the pre- and post-1997 results in relation to this category, as
although the classifications are similar, they do not neatly correspond. Of course, there are significant
weaknesses to any measure of social class that is based on occupation alone when the concept clearly
also has sociocultural and economic dimensions that are not fully accounted for. However, it is worth
remembering that the NS-SEC is based broadly on the Goldthorpe schema, on the grounds that it is
“widely used and accepted and is conceptually clear” (Rose et al., 2005, p.15).
Economic disadvantage
Deprivation on three of four dimensions: This variable is only used here in exploratory analysis with
elections from 2001 onwards. It has been dropped from the regression models thereafter to remove
multicollinearity, because the measure did not exist in census data pre-2001 and because it actually
encompasses many other variables. The measure of household deprivation used here in the
exploratory analysis is essentially an index: a household can be deprived on up to four dimensions –
employment, education, health and housing (Office for National Statistics, 2017).
Poor health: As poor health in general might be considered a characteristic of ‘left behind’
constituencies or a proxy for poverty (Benzeval et al., 2014), it was deemed important to include a
self-reported measure of health in the models. This was only possible for data from the 2001 and 2011
census. In 2011 the percentage of residents who described their health as ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ were
summed. In 2001, and subsequently for the 2005 election, the percentage of residents in poor health
in a constituency is equal to the percentage that responded with ‘not good’ on the census. For years
requiring 1991 census data, the measure is the proportion of residents aged sixteen and over with a
long-term illness. Similarly, for data using the 1981 census, the variable was the percentages of
residents aged sixteen and over that were permanently sick.
Social renters: Where occupation is considered a direct impact of social class on voting outcomes,
tenure is therefore often thought to be an indirect effect (Surridge et al., 1999, p.235). The measure
used here is the proportion of households that live in social (council/local authority/housing
association) housing.
Unemployment rate: Harmonising the measure of unemployment across census years proved difficult
as before 2011 the ‘economically active’ population was calculated including only those aged 16-64
whilst in 2011 this was extended to include anyone between the age 16-74. Therefore, there are slight
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differences in the measure across the censuses. For 2001 and 2011, this is the proportion of
economically active people aged between sixteen and seventy-four that were unemployed. For the
1981 and 1991 census, this measure is the proportion of economically active people aged sixteen and
over that were unemployed.
Traditional middle class
Home owners: The measure used here is the proportion of households that live in housing that is
owned by one or more of the household.
Educational qualifications: The measure of education taken from the 2001 and 2011 census is the
proportion of the population with a level four qualification or higher – typically a qualification that is
acquired post compulsory education, such as a university degree, diploma or a higher apprenticeship.
In the 1991 census, the population with ‘level four’ qualifications are calculated by totalling those with
any non-school level qualifications: a higher degree, a degree or a diploma. From the 1981 census, this
is the percentage of the population in employment with degrees or professional vocational
qualifications.
Managerial/higher professional occupations: From the 2001 and 2011 censuses, the NS-SEC analytic
classes 1.1 and 1.2 - essentially Higher Managerial, Lower Managerial and Higher Professional – were
combined. From the 1991 census, the SOC90 classification was used, combining the categories 1a, 1b
and 2a-2d. From the 1981 census, because the SOC80 classification was unavailable, the SEG
categories 1-4 were used, comprising of Employers and Managers in both small and large
establishments alongside professional workers – both those self-employed and employees. These
categories were chosen, rather than using the RGSC categories I (Professional occupations) and II
(Managerial and technical occupations) because in 1991, they had a higher correlation with the
variable chosen in 1991 that used the SOC90.
“Precariats” and “Cosmopolitans”
Precariat occupations: Relying on data at the level of parliamentary constituencies, there is little other
option than attempting to identify ‘precarious occupations’ rather than any work-based identity or
contract. However, a recent dataset does show the association between zero-hour contracts
(precarious employment) and different occupational groups: between October and December 2017,
69.9% of those employed on zero-hour contracts fell into four occupational categories: ‘Caring, leisure
and other service occupations’, ‘Sales and customer service occupations’, ‘Process, plant and machine
operatives’, ‘Elementary occupations’ (Office for National Statistics, 2018). It is therefore the
proportion of the population in each constituency that are employed in these occupations that has
been used to create a measure of precariat occupations for 2011. For 2001 and the interpolation of
data for 2005, due to slight differences in the occupational classifications in the census, the four
corresponding groups from the SOC2000 classification are: ‘Personal Service Occupations’, ‘Sales and
Customer Service Occupations’, ‘ Process; Plant and Machine Operatives’, ‘Elementary Occupations’.
At the 1991 census, the closest match using the SOC90 is as follows: ‘Personal and Protective Service
Occupations’; ‘Sales Occupations’; ‘Plant and Machine Operatives’; ‘Other Occupations’. In 1981,
because these occupational classifications were unavailable and a more complex measure
incorporating part-time labour did not appear to be capturing precariousness, the proportion
employed in semi-skilled or unskilled jobs has been used.
Cosmopolitan industries: The measure of cosmopolitan industries in an area is based on that
employed by Jennings and Stoker (Jennings & Stoker, 2017) but has been altered to ensure that the
2001 and 2011 variables are almost identical. The industries that have been grouped together in each
census to create a percentage employed in ‘cosmopolitan industries’ is outlined below. Note that the
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final two categories (2001: P and Q; 2011: T and U) have only been included because the data is only
available to download at output area level for 2011 (in order to perform areal interpolation to the
2005 constituency level) with industries R, S, T and U as inseparable categories.
Industrial classifications: the harmonisation of ‘cosmopolitan industries’
2001 census
2011 census
Financial intermediation
Financial and insurance activities
Real estate, renting and business activities
Real estate activities
Professional, scientific and technical activities
Administrative and support service activities
Public administration and defence; compulsory
Public administration and defence; compulsory
social security
social security
Education
Education
Health and social work
Human health and social work activities
Other community, social and personal services
Arts, entertainment and recreation
activities
Other service activities
Activities of private households as employers and
Activities of households as employers;
undifferentiated production activities of private
undifferentiated goods and services producing
households
activities of households for own use
Extraterritorial organisations and bodies
Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies

Figure 1. ‘Cosmopolitan industries’: 2001 and 2011 harmonisation

The 1991 census relied upon the 1981 SIC UK for industrial measures, which had very little
classification of service-sector employment. Almost all of the industries identified as ‘cosmopolitan’
in the 2001 census are captured by just two industrial categories in 1991: ‘banking and finance etc.’
and ‘Other services’. Therefore, these employment categories make up the measure. Similarly, in
1981, the variable combined the proportion of the employed population who were employed in
‘finance’ and ‘public administration and other services’.
Geographical and diversity measures
Gross migration (geographical mobility): In order to create a measure of geographical mobility or its
opposite – a kind of ‘stickiness’ that is common to ‘left behind’ areas, I have created a measure of
‘gross migration’ in 2011: the proportion of the total population in an area that have, in the previous
year up to the day of the census, migrated: a) into the area from within the UK b) into the area from
outside of the UK c) out of the area but remained within the UK. In 2011, ‘the area’ is the output area
in which the individual lives, as data was only available at this spatial scale and was subsequently
aggregated to parliamentary constituency level. In 2001, the same measure is used, but as data was
available at constituency-level, ‘the area’ refers to parliamentary constituency. From the 1981 and
1991 censuses, the measure is the proportion aged one and over that had a different address to one
year previously. Rather than interpolating between two un-like variables, the 2001 measure has been
used for both the 1997 and 2005 general election data.
Urban-ness: In order to obtain harmonised data, a proxy measure of urbanity has been selected here
for 2011: the percentage of a constituency’s employed population that is not employed in agriculture.
In 2001, ‘agriculture’ comprised those employed in ‘Agriculture, Hunting or Forestry’ and in 1991 two
categories were merged: ‘Managers in farming, horticulture, forestry and fishing’ and ‘Other
occupations in agriculture, forestry and fishing’. From the 1981 census, the percentage of employed
residents employed in agriculture was able to be used.
Distance from nearest ‘cosmopolitan’ city: In order to include a variable in any models that would
account for a sense of geographical isolation from cosmopolitan areas of the country, the distance
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from the centroid of each parliamentary constituency to the centroid of the nearest ‘cosmopolitan’
local authority has been created using ArcGIS. A simple index of ‘cosmopolitan-ness’ for each local
authority in 2011 was calculated from four standardised variables: percent of the population aged 18
to 29, percent of population with a level four qualification, percent of the population living in an urban
environment, and the ethnic diversity of the local authority. The ethnic diversity variable was created
using the same Herfindahl index that has been used to measure the diversity of constituencies
throughout this research. For 2001 and 1991, the same variables were used, except, due to lack of
available data, the percent of the population living in an urban environment was substituted for a
proxy measure of urbanity - the percentage of the population not employed in agriculture, hunting or
forestry. For 1981, the Herfindahl index of ethnic diversity was calculated using country of birth, as
there was no census data on ethnic makeup. Also, due to the age categories used in the census, the
percent of the populated aged 16 to 29 was calculated instead of the percent aged 18 to 29. Local
authorities that were classified as ‘cosmopolitan’ were those with scores at or above the 80 th
percentile in that particular year.
Distance from nearest university: This variable is a measure of the distance in decimal degrees from
the centroid of each constituency to the closest university, based on designation of universities in that
particular year. This measure is a proxy for the level of cultural isolation or lack of cultural capital in a
constituency, based on an understanding that areas close to universities possess a kind of “vitality and
youthful atmosphere” thanks to cafes, museums, public lectures, bars, restaurants, art galleries,
student volunteering and increased ethnic diversity (Taylor, 2011).
Ethnic diversity: According to Schaeffer (2014, p.53), using a diversity index is particularly well suited
to measuring a quasi-monoethnic composition, such as that in the UK. To measure ethnic diversity at
constituency-level, the Herfindahl concentration index is used (Hirschman, 1964):
𝑛

𝐻𝐼 = 10000 − ∑ 𝑠𝑖2
𝑖=1

Where Si = share of ethnic group I, out of a total of n ethnic groups.
The Herfindahl index – typically a measure of market concentration - is used here to calculate the
probability that two randomly selected residents of the same parliamentary constituency are of a
different ethnicity (Sturgis et al., 2014). The higher the score, therefore, the more ethnically
heterogeneous the population. The number of ethnic groups that has been used in this calculation is,
due to data constraints and the need to interpolate for inter-censal years, rather limited. Figure 2
outlines the way in which ethnic categories have been collapsed and harmonised across different
census years.
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1981 country of
birth classification
UK
Irish Republic
Old Commonwealth
Mediterranean
Other E.C.
Other Europe
Indian/Pakistani/Ba
ngladeshi
Far East
East Africa
Africa Remainder
Caribbean

1991 ethnic group
classification

2001 ethnic group
classification

White

White

Indian/Pakistani/B
angladeshi

Indian/Pakistani/B
angladeshi

2011 ethnic group
classification
White British
White Irish
White Traveller
White Other
Indian
Pakistani

Collapsed
categories

White

Asian
Chinese

Chinese

Black African
Black Caribbean
Black Other

Black

Other Asian
Rest of World
Other

Total population
minus population
in the categories
above

Bangladeshi
Chinese
Black African
Black Caribbean
Black Other
Arab
Other Asian
Any Other
Mixed Caribbean
Mixed African
Mixed Asian
Mixed Other

Black

Other

Figure 2. The creation of a fourfold ethnicity classification

For the 2001 census, ethnicity data was missing for 99 of the 569 constituencies in England and Wales.
This was somewhat compensated for by manually inputting rather limited data found in a summary
paper of 2001 census data at constituency level (Young et al., 2004). In 1981, the UK census did not
ask any question about the ethnicity and there has been no accepted way to derive ethnicity (Eversley,
1992, p.138). Therefore, a proxy measure is used based on the Country of Birth data from the census.
This measure essentially captures ‘Country of Birth diversity’ in each constituency. The author urges
caution hereafter in making assumptions about ethnicity based on country of birth. Nonetheless, it
remains logical to assume more broadly that in areas where there is a greater diversity of ‘birth
countries’, there is likely to be greater ethnic diversity. In order to interpolate for the 1987 census, the
same measure used in 1981 was created using 1991 census data.

Interpolating for inter-censal election years
As the census is carried out every ten years in the UK, and generally elections have fallen every four
or five years, there is likely to be some inaccuracy in using census data to represent the demographic
and socioeconomic characteristics of constituencies at the point in time of the election itself. For
example, using 2001 census data to characterise constituencies for the 2005 election presents some
problems, most obviously of course that fast-changing demographic changes between 2001 and 2005
will not be captured in the model. No previous British-based studies analysing demographic patterns
in voting in the UK have reasonably addressed this issue, mostly because with boundary changes it
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becomes increasingly complex, requires skills in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and is timeconsuming. They have instead relied upon data from the closest census to the year of the election
(e.g. using census data from 2001 for the 2005 census data). This research is unique in that it applies
a method of linear interpolation and areal interpolation in order to create datasets for years in which
the elections falls more than two years from the closest census: 1987, 1997 and 2005.
Linear interpolation with arithmetic progression
In order to interpolate the variables outlined above for inter-censal years, data must be obtained from
the census immediately before and immediately following the election year. Taking estimating 2005
as an example, the simple calculation for the annual net change for a particular variable (arithmetic
progression) can be summed up as follows (Raymondo, 1992, p.103):
∆𝑝 =

𝑃11 − 𝑃01
𝑛

Where: ∆𝑝 refers to the annual net change in the population, 𝑃11 refers to the population at the 2011
census, 𝑃01 refers to the population at the 2001 census and 𝑛 refers to the number of years in the
inter-censal period.
Once the annual net change has been calculated for a particular variable, this is multiplied by the
number of years between the year of the previous census and the year of estimation. So for 2005, the
annual net change of each variable is multiplied by four (2005-2001=4) and then the resulting number
is added to the value of the variable for 2001 to create an estimate for 2005. This is outlined in the
formula below:
𝑃05 = 𝑃01 + [∆𝑎 ∗ (𝑇05 − 𝑇01 )]
Where: ∆𝑝 refers to the annual net change in the population, 𝑃11 refers to the population at the
2011 census, 𝑃01 refers to the population at the 2001 census and 𝑛 refers to the number of years in
the inter-censal period.

Accounting for boundary changes: notional data and areal interpolation
After choosing the rather simple method of linear interpolation, a much more complex issue arose:
how to account for boundary changes when interpolating census data for inter-censal years. The
critical problem being, of course, that constituency boundary changes have taken place in years that
fall between censuses and general elections. In the time period in which this research is conducted
(1979-2017), there have been three periodic boundary reviews from which changes for England and
Wales have been implemented in the following years: 1983, 1997 and 2010. To interpolate data for
2005 for example, the 2001 census data is already calculated to the same geographical boundaries
used in 2005, but because of boundary changes in 2010, any data from the 2011 census is calculated
for these newer constituency boundaries. In this case, where the boundary of a particular constituency
had changed, the spatial unit for 𝑃01 is different from 𝑃11 , making any estimation of 𝑃05 from the
data impossible.
Interpolating for the general election years of 1997 and 1987 relied on existing notional provided by
Crewe and Fox (Crewe & Fox, 2011) and McAllister and Rose (n.d.), alongside supplementary notional
census data. In 1992, outside of any boundary review, the constituency of Milton Keynes was divided
into two new constituencies: Milton Keynes North East and Milton Keynes South West. Census data
aggregated to the 1983 parliamentary constituency level inexplicably includes these two newer
constituencies, even though they were not in use at the 1983 or 1987 general election. The data for
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the two constituencies have been amalgamated back into one - Milton Keynes - based on the
distribution of the population. In addition, for the general election in 1979, due to lack of available
data, all variables including vote shares are notional to the 1983 constituency boundaries.
For 2005, there is no 2011 data notional to the 1997 boundaries used in the election. Rather than rely
on inaccurate data, a method of areal interpolation has been used to estimate 2011 census data
notional to 1997 boundaries, from which accurate estimates for 2005 can be interpolated. Areal
interpolation or areal weighting is a form of ‘spatial basis change’ in which data is transferred across
two spatial units that do not have coinciding boundaries (Goodchild et al., 1993). In this case, 2011
census data variables are calculated for every output area and from this are estimated at the level of
parliamentary constituencies used in the 2005 general election. The method, outlined in detail by Yale
University (2007), involves calculating the proportion of the population of each output area that falls
into each parliamentary constituency and then applying these proportions to each variable of interest.
As this method assumes a homogeneous distribution in both the population and the variable of
interest across the output areas, the level of accuracy is directly correlated to the extent to which the
variables are homogeneously distributed (Murakami & Tsutsumi, 2011). Logically, assuming no other
information is known about the area, the margin of error for any assumption of even population
distribution increases proportionally to the size of the spatial unit. It is for this reason that output
areas were chosen: they are the lowest geographical area for which census data is provided and have
been constructed to be as socially homogeneous as possible.

Multivariate regression models
The aim of this research is not to achieve the most statistically powerful model, but rather, at the
broadest level, to compare the causal relationships between different demographic, economic and
geographical variables and vote shares for the two main parties in general elections between 1979
and 2017. Therefore, regression models have been constructed for each general election using largely
identical variables in order to accurately capture their changing associations, holding the same
variables constant. As the dependent variables are continuous – percentage vote shares for Labour
and the Conservatives – OLS multivariate regression has been used. The regression equation for the
model at time period t and time period t+1 (where the time period refers to the year of a general
election) is as follows:
𝑦𝑡 = 𝑏0𝑡 + 𝑏1 𝑥1𝑡 + 𝑏2 𝑥2𝑡 + ⋯ + 𝑒𝑡
𝑦𝑡+1 = 𝑏0𝑡+1 + 𝑏1 𝑥1𝑡+1 + 𝑏2 𝑥2𝑡+1 + ⋯ + 𝑒𝑡

In the above equations, 𝑦 refers to the predicted Labour or Conservative vote share (%), 𝑏0 refers to
the intercept, 𝑏1 𝑥1 refers to the regression parameters, and 𝑒 the error term.
Addressing multicollinearity
In order to measure the presence of multicollinearity in the each regression model separately, a
correlation matrix was created at each general election and the VIF scores of practice models were
carefully assessed. Assessing which variables should be removed from each model was made
especially complicated because multicollinearity was not consistent across the models (i.e. some
variables were strongly correlated in one election but not another). Generally, variables that might
bias the model have been identified by correlation coefficients of greater than 0.80 or less than -0.80
or VIF scores of greater than 10 (Myers, 1990), and have subsequently been removed. In order to
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retain two variables – insecure employment and degree-level qualifications – that were strongly
correlated but were considered too conceptually important, a method of sequential regression has
been used. Put most simply, this method assumes that one variable is conceptually more important
than the other and the takes away the shared explanatory contribution from the less important
variable (Graham, 2003). Once the most important (first) variable is chosen, the less important
(second) variable is regressed against it, and the residual from this regression represents “the
independent contribution of the second variable after accounting for the effect of the first” (Dormann
et al., 2013, p.33). The most important variable is included as normal in the regression model alongside
the other explanatory variables, whereas the less important variable is replaced by the residual from
the initial simple linear regression model. In this case, the most important variable is ‘% with degreelevel qualifications’ and the least important variable is the index variable ‘secure employment’. The
steps are summarised in the following notation:
So, if 𝑥1 is the percentage with a degree and 𝑥2 is the index of secure employment, one first
estimates:
𝑥2 = 𝑎0 + 𝑎1 𝑥1 + 𝑒1
In this initial simple linear regression, 𝑎0 refers to the constant and 𝑒1 the error term. Once this
regression is completed, the residual is used in the models as follows:
𝑌 = 𝑏0 + 𝑏1 𝑥1 + 𝑏2 𝑒1 + 𝑏3 𝑥3 + ⋯ + 𝑒𝑦
Where 𝑌 refers to Labour or Conservative vote share, 𝑏0 is the constant, 𝑏1 𝑥1 the regression
parameters, 𝑏2 𝑒1 the regression parameter taking the residual from the previous model and 𝑒𝑦 the
error term.

Analysis: the changing locations of Labour and Conservative support
‘Traditional working class’ places
Figure 3 shows that although 2017 is the first time the Labour vote share is negatively correlated and
the Conservative vote share positively correlated with the proportion of the population employed in
manufacturing, this election was not particularly unique. In fact, there is a very consistent trend over
time: while the Conservatives have gradually been gaining support in areas of the country with large
proportions of traditional working class occupations, Labour have been losing ground. In fact, despite
significant differences in the political positioning of the Labour party in the 1997 and 2017 general
elections, they both mark a point at which the Conservative vote share increased significantly in areas
with large proportions of traditionally working class employment.
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Figure 3. The changing correlation between traditional working class occupations and Labour and Conservative
vote shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

The most disadvantaged areas
A rather different trend emerges when looking at indicators capturing more pronounced economic
disadvantage across constituencies. In fact, Figure 4 points to a clear and defined cleavage: those areas
that are most economically disadvantaged – as marked by high proportions of deprivation,
unemployment, poor health and social housing - have favoured Labour strongly across all years and
have particularly low vote shares for the Conservative party. It is therefore clear that Labour’s electoral
support in the most disadvantaged areas has been high for some time, and while there may be some
fluctuations, shows no sign of abating. Figure 3 and Figure 4 are likely to be capturing trends in
different kinds of areas. Constituencies with significant employment in manufacturing industries are
not necessarily the most disadvantaged. Indeed, the correlation coefficients reported in the appendix
show that while there is a positive correlation between manufacturing employment and these
variables of disadvantage, it has generally been quite weak. At the same time, compared to the
manufacturing variable, these measures of disadvantage have stronger negative correlations with
secure employment, confirming that they are significantly more disadvantaged in various ways.
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Figure 4. The changing correlation between socioeconomic disadvantage and Labour and Conservative vote
shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

‘Traditional middle class’ variables
Up until 1992, figure 5 shows there was a strong or moderate positive correlation between the
proportion of the constituency population with degree-level qualifications and Conservative vote
shares. Since then, there has been a significant change, most notably in 2017 where the correlation
coefficient was only 0.03, indicating that there is no longer an association between educational
qualifications and Conservative vote share. At the same time, the association with degree-level
education remains negative for Labour, although this has increased steadily from -0.59 in 1979 to 0.18 in 2017.
There remains a moderate positive correlation between high-level jobs and Conservative vote share
and a moderate negative correlation between such employment and Labour vote share. However,
there is indication that areas with highly-skilled employment may be slowly moving away from the
Conservatives: in 1979 the correlation coefficient was 0.75; by 2017 this was 0.41. For homeownership levels, the trend is very much stable: there is an unchanging moderately negative and
moderately positive association between home ownership and Labour and Conservative vote shares
respectively. Overall, there is some indication of traditionally middle-class areas moving away from
the Conservatives and towards Labour, but this is a very gradual trend, and there is little to indicate
here that Labour have come anywhere close to winning over these constituencies en masse.
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Figure 5. The changing correlation between traditional middle class characteristics and Labour and
Conservative vote shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

‘Precariats’ and ‘cosmopolitans’
When looking specifically at the proportion employed in precariat and cosmopolitan industries in
Figure 6, a clear trend emerges: at the expense of the Conservatives, Labour are clearly no longer the
weaker party in areas with high levels of cosmopolitan employment. However, it must be noted that
although there has been a significant change over time, the association between cosmopolitan
industries and both Labour and Conservative vote shares in 2017 were weak, suggesting it is unlikely
to be a critical predictor of either party’s electoral success. At the same time as gaining in more
cosmopolitan areas, Labour has largely retained strong levels of support in areas with high proportions
of those employed in precariat occupations, despite the Conservatives making some gains in such
areas in 2017.
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Figure 6. The changing correlation between traditional “cosmopolitan” and “precariat” employment and
Labour and Conservative vote shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

Age groups and student populations
The correlation coefficients reported in Figure 7 support the idea that a clear age cleavage has
developed in British politics separating the two main parties, but rather than 2017 representing
anything exceptional, this process has been occurring since 1997. The only exception is that Labour’s
vote share association with the proportion of young people actually decreased slightly between 1979
and 2005, only increasing more substantially between 2010 and 2017.
Regarding the relationship between the proportion of students and Labour vote share, Figure 8 shows
there is a consistent and substantial increase over time from a weak to moderate negative correlation
(-0.32) in 1979 to a moderately strong correlation (0.43) in 2017, with the inverse true for the
Conservatives. It is clear, once again, that 2017 did not mark a watershed moment in Labour’s support
in areas with high proportions of students, but was merely the continuation of a long-term trend at
the expense of the Conservatives.

PSA Annual Conference: Have so-called ‘left behind’ places left Labour behind?

Figure 7. The changing correlation between younger and older age groups and Labour and Conservative vote
shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

Figure 8. The changing correlation between the proportion of students and Labour and Conservative vote
shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency
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Urbanity, ethnic diversity and migration

Figure 9. The changing correlation between urbanity, ethnic diversity, gross migration and Labour and
Conservative vote shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

Figure 9 shows there is a consistently moderate positive correlation between urbanity and Labour
vote share, implying that Labour’s higher vote shares are as equally likely to be found in more urban
areas in 2017 as in previous elections, with the opposite true for the Conservatives. The graph also
suggests that Labour’s vote share has gradually been increasing in areas that are more ethnically
diverse. The same trend can be observed between levels of gross migration and Labour support,
indicating that Labour’s vote share is increasingly associated with areas in which there is greater
geographical mobility and more porous boundaries, and the Conservative vote share with ‘stickier’
areas into and out of which people move less frequently.
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Distance from universities and cosmopolitan areas

Figure 10. The changing correlation between distance from universities and cosmopolitan local authorities and
Labour and Conservative vote shares across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

It is clear from Figure 10 that the Labour vote share has consistently been higher in constituencies
that are in close proximity to a university than constituencies further away – an unsurprising finding
given many universities are located in large, urban areas where Labour support has also shown to be
consistently high. At the same time, in 1997 there was a marked shift in which Labour’s support
became (albeit weakly) negatively associated with increasing distance from the nearest cosmopolitan
local authority. This matches findings that Labour’s support increased significantly in 1997 in areas
with high levels of gross migration, high proportions of educated residents and low proportions of
routine/semi-routine employment.

Analysis: the changing predictors of Labour and Conservative support
The following set of graphs present the changes in the beta coefficient values and the statistical
significance of each variable across the elections from 1979 to 2017. This illuminates the changing
effect and the direction of any effects that each variable has on the Labour and Conservative vote
shares at each election. As each model includes almost identical variables, the change in the effect of
the coefficients are easily comparable and meaningful.
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Traditional working class places

Figure 11. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the manufacturing
variable across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

What is immediately most striking from figure 11 is the positive and statistically significant coefficients
for those employed in the manufacturing industry in the model predicting Conservative vote shares
since 1997. In fact, in 2017, a 1% increase in the population employed in manufacturing is associated
with a 0.55% increase in the Conservative vote share, when holding the other variables constant. Once
other variables are controlled for, the proportion employed in manufacturing has had a negative
impact on Labour’s vote share since 1997. Once again, the implication here is that although there is
clear evidence that areas with many ‘traditional working class’ jobs in manufacturing are moving away
from Labour to the Conservative, this is a long-term trend to which 2017 conforms unspectacularly.

Disadvantaged areas
A very clear pattern is evident from figure 12: the regression coefficients indicate that the proportion
of the population in poor health has been consistently positively associated with Labour vote shares
and negatively associated with Conservative vote shares across all elections. The only small change
occurred between 1992 and 2005, during which time the coefficients moved a little closer to zero,
suggesting that the impact of poor health was somewhat weaker. Given that poor health is a proxy
that accurately captures socioeconomic disadvantage, it is clear that the impact of such disadvantage
on Labour vote shares is not in decline.
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Figure 12. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the poor health variable
across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

Traditional middle class variables
The trend in the regression coefficients for degree-level qualifications in figure 13 corresponds with
that seen in the correlation coefficients in figure 5. In 1979, a 1% increase in the proportion of
residents with such qualifications resulted in a mean -0.83% decrease in the Labour vote share and a
0.75% increase in the Conservative vote share. Until 2017, the general pattern was of a smaller, but
still negative impact upon the Labour vote share and a smaller, positive impact on the Conservative
vote share. However, in 2017, the coefficients reversed direction: for the first time in this time series,
increase the proportion of residents with degree-level qualifications resulted in a statistically
significant increase (0.20%) in Labour’s vote share and a decrease in the Conservative vote share (0.24%). Taking into account a host of other factors such as urbanity, ethnic makeup, age and
occupational characteristics, in 2017 a highly educated constituency is more likely to return a high
vote share for a Labour candidate than a low educated constituency.
Figure 14 shows the effect of the level of secure employment in a constituency upon the vote shares
for the Conservative and Labour party, only once the effect of the proportion of residents with degreelevel qualifications is accounted for. The pattern over time is one of fluctuation but clarity: the level of
secure employment in a constituency has a consistently positive effect on the Conservative vote share
and a consistently negative effect on the Labour vote share above and beyond the impact that it had
already made through its relationship with degree-level qualifications.
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Figure 13. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the degree-level
qualifications variable across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

Figure 14. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the secure employment
(residual) variable across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency
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Age groups
The coefficients presented in figure 15 suggest that the importance of age as a predictor of Labour
and Conservative vote shares has existed for some time, though with a strengthening effect in 2017.
Predicting the Conservative vote share, there is a negative and statistically significant coefficient for
those aged 20 to 29 in all of the models except 2001 and 2005. For Labour, the effect of the proportion
of young people on their vote share has been less clear-cut. Before 1992, there was a statistically
significant positive effect, but between 1992 and 2015 the variable became statistically insignificant.
In 2017, the proportion of young people had a positive impact on the Labour vote share – a 1%
increase being associated with a 0.39% increase in Labour votes. Although this marks an effect that
was not present at elections since 1992, it is still not as substantial as the effects in previous years.
In figure 16, the pattern between the proportion of older people and Labour and Conservative vote
shares over time is much clearer and somewhat contrasting. Before 1992, there was a small but
significant negative effect of increasing the proportion of over 65s on Labour vote shares and a small
but significant positive effect on Conservative vote shares. Since the 1992 general election, the effect
has been much stronger. For example, in 1997, the election at which the values were most extreme,
a 1% increase in the proportion aged 65 plus was associated with a 1.59% decrease in the Labour vote
share and a 1.62% increase in the Conservative vote share.

Figure 15. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the aged 16-29 variable
across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency
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Figure 16. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the aged 65 plus variable
across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

Distance from the closest university
Regarding universities – a proxy here for the cultural capital of a constituency – there is a clear pattern
visible in figure 17 across most of the general elections: with increasing distance from the nearest
university, there is a negative effect on the Labour vote share when other compositional variables are
held constant. In fact, since 1987 the negative effect has strengthened from -4.63 to -10.80 with every
one decimal degree increase in distance. Additionally to the changing socio-demographics over space,
the closer an area is to a university, therefore, the more likely it is to return a high Labour vote share.
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Figure 17. The changing value of the beta coefficients and statistical significance for the distance from the
closest university variable across each general election (1979-1992) by constituency

The standardised coefficients: understanding the relative importance of each variable
For ease in comparing the importance of each variable relative to all other variables in a model, it is
useful to remove their dependency on the unit of measurement by presenting standardised
coefficients. These are presented for the 1979 and 2017 Labour models, so as to be able to analyse
the change that has occurred in the importance of each variable from the first general election in this
period to the last. The variables presented here are only those that were statistically significant at that
particular election.
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Figure 5.24. The statistically significant (p<0.05) Standardised beta coefficients from the OLS regression model
of Labour vote shares in 1979

Figure 5.25. The statistically significant (p<0.05) Standardised beta coefficients from the OLS regression model
of Labour vote shares in 2017
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Looking at the standardised coefficients predicting Labour vote shares, the most obvious initial
observation is the critical importance of the poor health variable - a proxy that is used to capture
deprivation or socioeconomic disadvantage in an area - in both 1979 and 2017. Its positive impact
relative to the other variables in the models also increased from 1979 to 2017, further exemplifying
how important this measure of disadvantage has become in explaining Labour’s vote share. Similarly,
the importance of secure employment as having a negative impact on Labour vote shares is consistent
from 1979 to 2017. As poor health and insecure labour captures the level of socioeconomic
disadvantage in an area, it is clear from this that any researcher would be unwise to make any
suggestion that an area’s level of poverty or deprivation can no longer be used to predict Labour vote
shares in particular.
In contrast, there is an enormous change seen in the importance of the proportion of the population
with degree-level qualifications. In 1979, this variable had a greater negative effect on Labour vote
shares than any other variable, but by 2017, it was the third strongest relative positive impact on
Labour vote shares. In short, in 1979, if an area had a high proportion of residents with degree-level
educational qualifications, nothing could be a stronger indication that it would be an unsuccessful area
for the Labour party; by 2017, if an area had the same characteristic, this was more likely to result in
a high Labour vote share.
There are also significant changes in the relative importance of the proportion of residents at
retirement age or older. While in 1979, relative to other variables, there was a weak negative impact
on Labour votes, this has strengthened over time, such that by 2017, the proportion of residents aged
65 plus had the strongest negative impact on Labour vote shares relative to the other variables in the
model.

Discussion: Are ‘left behind’ areas leaving an increasingly cosmopolitan Labour
behind?
It has been proposed that the Labour party has increasingly become the party for the ‘cosmopolitan’,
urban, young, educated middle class that are comfortable in a changing British society. At the same
time, it is argued that their support at elections has been waning with the working classes and most
recently, those that have been termed the ‘left behind’: older, white, working class males with few
educational qualifications. This declining class cleavage and emerging cosmopolitan/left behind
cleavage has a geographical element too. The young, educated and ‘cosmopolitan’ are increasingly
living in large urban centres with ethnically diverse populations, significant cultural resources and
significant service sector employment. The older, less educated, so-called ‘left behind’ occupy smaller
towns with aging, ethnically homogeneous populations and struggling industries. Labour’s core
support or ‘base’ is apparently shifting from the post-industrial, declining former to the
‘cosmopolitan’, thriving latter. At the same time, it is the Conservatives who were expected to benefit,
in 2017 more than ever, with a more socially conservative ideology that might be understood as a
project to ‘reach out’ to the communities that are so often described as ‘left behind’.
The detailed statistical analysis of each election between 1979 and 2017 that has been presented in
this section has shown that this ‘left behind’ thesis is far too simplistic. Ultimately, understanding
whether so-called ‘left behind’ places have left Labour behind is determined by the definition of ‘left
behind’ that one uses. If we understand ‘left behind’ areas to describe those with large proportion of
the traditional ‘white, working class’, as areas away from cosmopolitan cities with high proportions of
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manufacturing jobs and an aging population with low levels of education, then there is significant
evidence to support such an argument presented here. If, however, we employ a less racialised
conceptualisation of ‘left behind’ in which we instead seek to describe those areas of the country that
are actually the most disadvantaged – often those same urban areas occupied by young, so-called
cosmopolitan residents, then there is no evidence at all of any shift away from Labour to the
Conservatives. Furthermore, one might also define a ‘left behind’ area as one in which a large
proportion of residents have insecure or precarious employment. The evidence presented here
suggests that Labour’s support remains strong in such areas, with insecure labour a key positive
predictor of their vote share.
The findings here suggest that ‘traditional’, largely white working class areas are gradually moving
away from the Labour party. In particular, areas in which manufacturing industries are prevalent have
shown a marked shift towards the Conservatives, with the level of manufacturing becoming an
important positive predictor of the level of Conservative support. Some caution should be urged, for
there is little to suggest that the Conservatives have or will come to dominate in the short-term in
areas that might be classified as ‘traditional white working class’ or in the words of Ford and Goodwin
(2014), ‘left behind’. The trend remains clear, however, and for Labour, this represents a clear issue
with regard to maintaining support in post-industrial northern communities and finding a
breakthrough in in struggling coastal areas.
At the same time as gradually losing support in areas with high proportions of so-called ‘left behind’
residents described by Ford and Goodwin (2014), Labour’s support has increased dramatically in areas
with low proportions of old people, high proportions of students and in areas close to universities.
Most importantly, the changing impact of education on Labour and Conservative vote shares has been
quite extraordinary. Although it remains the case that the Conservatives gain marginally higher
support than Labour in constituencies with residents with higher levels of qualifications, the models
show that it is not education itself that is driving this pattern. In fact, once other variables are held
constant, the greater the levels of educational qualifications, the more likely there will be an increased
vote share for Labour. As higher educational qualifications are still disproportionately acquired by
middle class residents, one could infer that Labour are becoming an increasingly middle class party.
However, it may be the case that there is a significant split in the middle class. On the one hand, there
are ethnically diverse inner city areas with high levels of cultural capital that are populated by
significant proportions of young, highly educated residents, typically renting homes and working in
service sector jobs. In these areas, Labour are significantly increasing their vote share. In contrast,
although there is less clear cut evidence presented here, Labour are likely to be struggling amongst in
towns, villages and suburbs of larger cities where there are high proportions of older, largely white
university-educated, home-owning middle class residents who are employed in secure, managerial
and professional jobs.
While there is certainly evidence that traditional white working class areas are shifting away from
Labour and education and a youthful population have become key drivers of Labour support, it
remains the case that the strongest predictors of Labour support are those that capture
socioeconomic disadvantage. The extent of poor health in an area remains the most important
constituency-level characteristic that results in higher Labour vote shares, whilst secure employment
is a strong negative predictor. Indeed, this suggests the proportion of ‘precariats’ – those with insecure
employment - in a constituency is an important positive predictor of Labour vote share. Indeed, if this
population is growing, it lends support to the idea of an emerging “mass class” of precariats, with the
places that they tend to inhabit firmly on the side of the Labour party (Standing, 2015). Just as the
results suggest that Labour’s vote share is higher in areas with greater proportions of this new working
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class of precariats, there is also an increasingly positive association with the proportion of the
population employed in cosmopolitan industries. Until 2015, there was no statistically significant
association between those employed in cosmopolitan industries and Labour vote share – the 2015
election being the first time that a positive and significant association is found. For the Conservative
party, since 2005 there is a consistently negative relationship with cosmopolitan industries when other
variables are held constant. Labour appear to be increasing their support in constituencies where
there are higher proportions of precariats as well as in constituencies with higher proportions of
cosmopolitan industries. Given that there is not a strong correlation between the two variables (which
would mean that the two groups are likely to inhabit the same constituencies and therefore Labour’s
support would be increasingly concentrated), and that the two groups are increasing in size over time,
this should be of huge concern to the Conservative party.
At the same time, from the exploratory analysis, it was clear that Labour’s support in areas of the
country marked by deprivation, poor health, high proportions of social renting and unemployment
remains strong, even if the explanatory power of individual factors has changed over time. Given that
we might expect ‘left behind’ areas to have a greater proportion of residents living in socioeconomic
disadvantage, have poorer health and precarious/insecure occupations, it seems rather premature to
suggest that ‘left behind’ areas of England and Wales have abandoned the Labour party. In fact, in
support of findings in a similar study by Jennings and Stoker (2017), Labour’s support appears to be
“shoring up” in areas where there are high proportions of the “new working class” precariats whilst
simultaneously increasing slightly in more cosmopolitan areas, where there exists a younger, more
educated, urban and ethnically diverse population employed in highly skilled occupations. At the same
time, the Conservatives appear to be losing support in areas where there are both high numbers of
students and educated, cosmopolitan employees and also those in precariat occupations. Of course,
the extent to which this will represent an electoral obstacle for the Conservatives is determined by
the relative size and spatial distribution of these different demographic groups. In particular, one
should note that it is likely that some of the most economically disadvantaged constituencies are in
ethnically diverse urban areas with high proportions of young, university-educated residents and few
older, white, working class residents. One possible outcome of this could be that Labour’s vote
becomes too strongly localised in such areas with support lost elsewhere, making gaining a working
majority in the British parliament rather difficult.
On the surface, however, it would appear that if this pattern were to continue alongside the expected
growth in both those employed in precarious service-based jobs and the educated, ethnically diverse,
urbanised population, it could present serious strategical difficulties for the Conservatives in future
elections. They may seek support in ‘traditional working class’ areas of the country with high levels of
manufacturing industries, but as this demographic group is likely to become increasingly superseded
by the emergence of new, flexible, insecure precariats living in urban areas with low levels of home
ownership, this might not be the most sensible strategy to achieving electoral success.
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