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Abstract

In 1979 the Manifesto Research group was established and undertook a large, standardised content analysis of the manifestos of 19 democracies, one of which was Great Britain.  Since then, every British general election has  been followed by an analysis of the main party manifestos so that a clear, over time picture has been mapped  with regard to shifting party priorities in terms of policy.  Other forms of  manifesto analysis have also been undertaken in recent years, notably investigations which compare and contrast  issue saliency within manifestos with the electorate’s perceptions of what are the most important issues. 

This paper brings these two elements together in terms of the 2005 manifestos at the same time as mapping the most recent changes in terms of right-left  positioning of the parties and  how far economic, welfare and quality of life issues continue patterns set previously.  For the first time also, people from each of the three main parties are canvassed as to how manifestos are now drawn up in an arena where they face many more sources of competition than previously and what functions the parties see manifestos fulfilling in this age of instant  and constant access to  political information.
The paper concludes that whilst changes have occurred since 2001, these are by no means all new or unexpected. Hence we have a sense of ‘déjà vu’.
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Introduction

Unlike 2001, when the election result was seen as a foregone conclusion, the result in 2005 appeared less easy to predict. Despite private acceptance by many in the leadership ranks of the parties that Labour would win with a reduced majority, the campaign exuded a more ‘triangular’ impression than in the past.  This fed into lack of certainty in anticipating how certain marginal contests play out and what impact issues such as Iraq would have.  The overall result of the election suggests that different issues were seen as more important in some parts of the country than in others and that local campaigns could have extraordinary results, such as the Liberal Democrats overturning a Labour majority of over 10,000 in Hornsey and Wood Green.  Much of this reflected cultural differences in the configuration of constituency electorates or related to localised issues or personalities. Sometimes this has led to significant upset for the established parties. One case was that of Bethnal Green and Bow where a safe Labour seat was lost to Respect. Another was, Wyre Forest where the independent candidate Dr Richard Taylor retained the seat on the basis of a campaign regarding a local hospital. One of the most bizarre cases was Blaenau Gwent where Peter Law, an Independent candidate, previously a Labour activist took a safe Labour seat because of local dissatisfaction with what was seen as imposition of a candidate not wanted by the local party.
It is also clear that in 2005, tactical voting worked a way which suggests that issues, especially those associated with unpopular government policies, played a more important role than in 2001. Use of web-based resources also played a greater part in the 2005 campaign than had been the case before, and this was not confined to the activities of the parties.  For example, self-styled ‘ethical’ websites seeking to ‘punish’ government for policies on a variety of issues, from Iraq to ecology or published ‘hit lists’ of sitting MPs and suggested more ‘acceptable’ candidates. Some candidates published web logs and web-based diaries which invited electors to engage in debate over issues and proposed policies. All this increased opportunities to gain information about the election beyond that offered by more traditional media such as the press, television, meetings, candidate election addresses or party manifestos.
Indeed, the major party manifestos were made available freely on the party websites from the moment of launch so that electors could easily compare and contrast stances on different issues and policies.  It is also clear that over recent years, manifestos have been drawn up in different ways by all major parties, and it is worth examining this briefly before proceeding to the analysis.

Producing the manifestos
During the second week of April the parties published their manifestos and introduced their key policies at orchestrated launch events. The Conservatives were the first major party to launch their manifesto, on 11th April. It was a subdued event, taking place early in the day at the party’s campaign headquarters and dominated by Michael Howard. Labour launched theirs two days later on 13th April at the Mermaid Theatre in the City of London. In keeping with its venue, it was a tightly directed experience with a cast starring the Prime Minister, who was supported by six front bench spokespeople – the ‘magnificent seven’ (Smith, 2005, 44). Tony Blair reiterated that it would be his ‘last election as leader.  The next day was the turn of the Liberal Democrats, A disoriented Charles Kennedy, on his return from two days paternity leave, was supported by his colleague Vince Cable in his fielding of questions.  The thing all of these events had in common was that they were not telling the assembled media representatives or the wider public anything they had not heard before.
The 2005 Labour manifesto document was longer than either of its predecessors. Comprising over 26,000 words, this represented an increase of some 4,300 compared with 2001. Both the Liberal Democrat and the Conservative documents were shorter. The Liberal Democrat document, at almost 18,000 words, had shrunk by about twenty per cent compared with 2001, whereas the lean Conservative document at 8,000 words represented a huge reduction of over 20,000 words!  But it was not only the lengths that might have changed over recent elections. The process of drawing up the documents, their content and the role of the manifesto generally has gradually altered during the past two decades or so.  In what follows, it is taken for granted that the leaders of the main parties obviously have a central role in the process of drawing up the manifesto documents and that the parties carry out their own private research into voter preferences.
In order to gain additional insight into how this has occurred in the three main parties, a party representative who was not an MP or candidate, had been centrally involved in drawing up their party’s manifesto for 2005 and who had knowledge and /or experience of the process of constructing manifestos at least from 1997 onwards was interviewed. These were open ended interviews which focussed on three essential questions. The Conservative representative wishes to be cited as’ a senior Conservative Party source’; the Labour source is Dr Dianne Hayter, member of the National Executive and of the National Policy Forum. For the Liberal Democrats, the source is Marianne Sladowsky, a full time Policy Officer. The three representatives were asked firstly how ‘their’ 2005 manifesto was drawn up and how this differed in any significant way from past practice. 
How the manifestos were constructed
Labour has historically been much more pedantic and legalistic about its internal processes and procedures that the other parties, and this is evident in its attempts to streamline the process of building the manifesto.  The present process is not particularly novel and has resonances with some old Labour practices.  The process is governed by clause V of the party’s constitution which traditionally, this conferred equal input in drawing up the document to the Cabinet/Shadow Cabinet, the National Executive Committee (NEC) and the Parliamentary Committee (based on the Parliamentary Labour Party), bearing in mind that certain policy approved by the Annual Conference had to be included. By the late seventies, however, a campaign within the party argued that the NEC should be given sole responsibility, and this was largely the case for the production of the 1979 manifesto for European elections (Hayter interview, 2005).
The changes in party procedures introduced after 1992 brought about a more inclusive approach which cemented the former tripartite arrangement and added further ‘stakeholders’- notably representatives from local government and the European Parliament Labour Party.  The main change, however, was related to  the establishment of the National Policy Forum (NPF) – a major component of the ‘Party into Power’ initiative, which was composed of representatives of all sections of the party and was charged with developing future policy documents, in consultation with the various elements of the party, and brought to Annual Conference for ratification.  These approved policy documents would then form the basis of the next manifesto.  After Labour’s success at the polls in 1997, this initiative was renamed’ Partnership in Power, and the NPF remained as the major policy-making body. This process, unwieldy as it might appear, thus gives voice to the party leadership, parliamentarians, constituency parties, trade unions and other affiliated organisations in the process of manifesto-building.
In 2001, the manifesto was essentially composed of summaries of the policy documents which had been through the whole Partnership in Power procedures, including ratification at Annual Conference, and finalised in a series of joint meetings of the NEC and Parliamentary Labour Party, with the Cabinet present in an observer capacity. The Prime Minister then added his own gloss.

The 2005 document was again largely finalised by the same group- broadened by inclusion of representatives from the NPF, Trade Unions for a Labour Victory and additional representatives from Constituency Labour Parties. Alan Milburn MP as campaign co-ordinator, Tony Blair and others had the final word on style, ordering and precise presentation of the content. (Hayter interview, 2005) The main differences between 2005 and manifestos of the previous two elections were therefore that the consultation period was much longer, more people were involved in the construction of the documentation and the policy content was known in advance as spokespeople had presented their wares before the public in the ‘long’ campaign period. There were thus few surprises when the manifesto was unveiled on 13th April.  
The physical appearance of the manifesto was, however, very different from its two immediate predecessors. Entitled ‘Britain forward not backward’, it was designed as a small paperback book of 112 pages with a simple red and white cover.  Apart from one black and white photograph of Tony Blair, which accompanied his five- page preface, there was no pictorial input. The content was divided into a series of chapters each dealing with a cognate policy area and each starting with a three point time line essentially representing 1997(or before) 2005 and 2010 to show the progress made and intended by the party -  the ‘Britain forward’ element. The final paragraph in each chapter represents a warning about what would happen if the Conservatives were to be returned to office – the ‘Britain backward’ ingredient.  Despite its length this was a simpler and less fussy document compared with its predecessors.
The Conservatives take a more robust, less legalistic and more centrally-directed approach to their manifesto production, which has never involved the grass roots membership to any large extent and the Leader and Chair have considerable influence. The Conservative Policy Forum (CPF), a reincarnation of the former Conservative Political Centre, was re-established in 2001 and produced briefs on different policy areas. The membership is actively encouraged to participate in this process, and the briefs are also taken account of in the work of the party’s Research Department, also reinvigorated under the leadership of Greg Clark. 
As pointed out by the ‘Senior Conservative source’, the approach taken by the party leadership to the last three manifestos had been very different. In 1997, little strategic forethought or research took place in relation to what the manifesto’s main message was- nor on how to communicate it.  In 2001, the strategy had been to bring out the core vote, and the manifesto was simply seen as part of this process, especially in terms of identifying key policy areas.  The 2005 experience was very different and is almost a ‘reverse’ of 1997.
Prior to the 2005 election, extensive discussions took place between Michael Howard and the small team, led by David Cameron MP, from the autumn of 2004, which focussed on what Howard wanted to achieve. The conclusion was that what was to be the focus was ‘what works’, provided that this was in keeping with the values and beliefs of the party.  Howard was very clear, however, that the approach should not be narrow. Cameron continued to liaise closely with the Shadow Cabinet throughout the longer campaign. 

Alongside this process, extensive research was carried out to discover ‘what matters’ to the public, and how this could be presented in a realistic and accessible way.  For example, ‘clean hospitals’ came directly from this process, as did the other issues which came to represent the  heart of the manifesto, and this came to represent a kind of ‘grid’ or framework upon which the manifesto was built (Conservative source interview,2005). This solidified into the six themes of ‘more police, cleaner hospitals, lower taxes, school discipline, controlled immigration and accountability’ (Conservative Manifesto, 2005).
However, rather than go for a ‘big’ manifesto, the Conservatives decided to produce a minimalist document which people could read easily and quickly and get a good idea of what policies the party would  adopt if elected to government. The policies were fleshed out in detail in a series of seven detailed mini manifestos on the specific policy areas during the pre-election campaign period, where costed estimates were made of their implications for public spending. The mini manifestos were set out in a style similar to the overall manifesto, but were much longer. That dealing with health policy which was published in February 2005, for example was sixteen pages in length, almost two-thirds the length of the overall manifesto. The latter was seen as setting out as a ‘blueprint’ for government against which a Conservative government could be held accountable. These policies were subjected to a limited and informal consultation exercise at the party’s spring conference in 2005.
The actual manifesto represented a ‘cut down’ version of this- a digest or summary focussing on ‘what people really wanted’, ‘what mattered’ to them and how they wanted government to bring about change (Conservative source interview, 2005).  Entitled ‘Are you thinking what we’re thinking? It’s time for action’, the manifesto is one of the shortest of the post war period and consists of some twenty-eight pages double column A4 pages. The text is supplemented by illustrative pictorial input - including a portrait of Michael Howard. One innovation was a series of pages, interleaved with the typescript, which are set as replica hand writing. The manifesto was the most conventional of the three in terms of physical appearance but was also unconventionally short. In addition to the document, the Conservatives also published a ‘Timetable for Action’ (Conservative party website) which set out the immediate priorities for a Conservative government to be fulfilled within a day, a week and a month of taking office, together with promise of further deadlines for implementing further promises.
As far as the Liberal Democrat 2005 manifesto is concerned is not very different from those of the recent past. The main change compared with 2001 is that the head of the policy unit was in overall charge of the process whereas in 2005 this task was carried out by Matthew Taylor MP. Prior to 2001, Paddy Ashdown had taken a much more hands-on approach (Sladowsky interview, 2005).  
Manifesto- building was started in earnest by the Liberal Democrats at the autumn conference in September 2004, which ratified a ‘pre-manifesto’ that set out general principles and a policy context.  The documentation was drawn up by the policy unit in consultation with the Federal Policy Committee (FPC), an elected body representing the membership, plus the main spokespeople and chaired by Charles Kennedy. The different sections were drafted with active input by spokespeople and other interested persons within the party and the process was in full swing by November 2005, with two to three opportunities for alteration.  All policies with implications for public spending were extensively costed. Matthew Taylor assumed an active role in terms of drafting and redrafting, The spring conference in 2005 allowed for an opportunity for some consultation.  
It was recognised that few people read the manifestos so it was kept deliberately accessible and as interesting to as many people as possible. Like the Conservatives, the Liberal Democrats published a series of cognate mini manifestos in the pre-election period and these were used extensively during the campaign. Again they were presented in similar format to the manifesto but represented longer and more detailed discussion. The foreign policy mini manifesto, for example, was eight pages in length as compared with the whole manifesto which comprised twenty pages. 

However, there was some disagreement over the main thrust of the manifesto. One group believed that ‘credibility’ should be the main message and thus all policies had to be extensively costed. Another favoured a focus on innovation and a more inspirational, value-based approach to agenda setting. Overall, the ‘credibility’ camp triumphed, and although this was depicted as a compromise, the matter has not been resolved. Indeed, the party has decided that its manifesto-building processes need to be reorganised (Sladowsky interview, 2005).
Entitled ‘The Real Alternative’ the Liberal Democrat manifesto was, as in 2001, set out in tabloid format, with sections on eleven separate policy areas for which the main spokespersons claimed authorship.  In contrast to the manifestos of the other main parties, this was a very colourful document which also contained many pictures. Thus the three documents are each presented in a very different manner.
Function of manifestos
According to Hayter there are two views within the Labour Party concerning the overall function of the manifesto.  The membership tends to see it as the culmination of a consultation process which represents a mandate from the party to the government. This is obviously a function of the way in which manifestos have been drawn up since 1997 and how this would be seen in opposition is as yet unknown.  The elected representatives see the manifesto as a mandate from the electorate to the government to carry out a designated policy agenda.  In short, the manifesto is a synopsis of the party’s legislative programme, but it cannot be all-encompassing.  Indeed, it is sometimes better to omit contentious or sensitive items, such as reform of the House of Lords (Interview, 2005).
A draft report under the Partnership in Power arrangements published in July 2005, in its section on manifestos, states ‘the Party should celebrate the huge success of Partnership in Power in providing a viable programme for government’ (page 5).

As far as the Conservatives are concerned, the ‘Senior source’ believes that the manifesto represents a clear exposition of the party’s policy statements, core values and intended action.  This also provides a means of holding the government accountable for its actions (Interview, 2005).

The Liberal Democrats, as suggested by Sladowsky, see the manifesto essentially as a major campaign tool, representing a summary of the party’s key policies. In particular she referred to its role in providing a national platform to be accessible to candidates and the media, as well as giving the electorate a clear impression of the Liberal Democrat agenda (Interview, 2005).
Role of the manifesto in the ‘short’ election campaign 
For Labour, the manifesto plays a minimal role in the ‘short’ campaign, because its content is already largely known and campaigns are now seen as almost ‘permanent’ (Needham, 2005).  The launch is in itself a media event and the key points are taken up by the press which allows for broad, public debate (Hayter interview, 2005).

The Conservatives also see the manifesto as having a diminishing role in the ‘short’ campaign and agree with Labour that campaigns are much longer but of a duration of six months or so rather than permanent.  It is nonetheless a ‘milestone’ in the process as it is ‘unpacked’ and key points are reinforced by repetition. Furthermore it is a focal point of what the party would do in government. On the other hand, the media can do damage by over-hyping an issue, which in the Conservative case was immigration and for Labour, Iraq

(Conservative source, interview, 2005).
Sladowsky for the Liberal Democrats reiterated the importance of the manifesto as a campaign tool, but agreed that its importance diminishes, especially during the final week of campaigning.  The timing of release of information is crucial, however, as it can fall flat. The reinforcement of education at three separate press conferences provided good cover at an early stage in the campaign, whereas pensions was used only once and quite late, and failed to promote much discussion (Interview, 2005).
Overall the three party representatives agreed broadly that campaigns are in reality longer than they used to be this has implications for the role of the manifesto at this juncture. Overall, manifestos are seen as playing a lesser role in the ‘short’ campaign than in the past- the launch is simply one event among many- and within the ‘short’ campaign, the role becomes les the closer we get to the election.  Also few people read the manifesto in detail. Yet, the manifesto is still seen as a crucial tool (if used properly!) not only for campaigning, but as a basis for measuring government accountability.
These views fit well with the points made by Wlezien and Norris (Norris and Wlezien, 2005) who conclude that overall, election campaigns are now very long processes and that  the  public might use them to help  ‘update’ their views on the parties. As summaries of policies, manifestos would clearly contribute to this scenario, both directly and indirectly as fuel for media comment.
Analysing the manifestos
All this notwithstanding, it remains the case that these documents are hardly going to be read by large numbers of voters. As stated previously (Bara and Budge, 2001), their function is essentially to provide straightforward medium term proposals for policy realisation should the party be successful and win the election. Thus manifesto policy statements have come to represent the basis for what might be perceived as a ‘mandate’ to govern in a certain way.  Of course not all issues are necessarily reflected in manifesto statements and during the course of a government’s term, matters may require major decision outside the scope of a programme set out at the previous election, as we see in this instance in the case of the decision to go to war in  Iraq. But what were the major issues of 2005 and how far did the parties reflect the concerns of the electorate?  And, have parties returned to their more traditional positions as far as the ideological spectrum is concerned- positions which they had not occupied since before 1997?
One way of finding some answers to these questions is to look at what the parties prioritise as their main policy issues, as has been exemplified over the past two or so decades by the Comparative Manifestos Group (CMP) data set.  This has established a standardised means of mapping changes in how parties perceive issues of importance across both time and space. (Budge et al, 2001).

But that is not the whole story.  Presumably in pure Downsian fashion, parties would be expected to tailor their programmes so that they attract a majority of votes necessary to win sufficient seats to form a viable government.  In other words, election programmes should reflect what the electorate wants – an aim that the Conservatives were clearly seeking to achieve. In order to see how far parties reflect public perceptions of salient issues, we need to examine examples from the abundance of available polling data and compare the results.  It is unlikely that the actual levels of salience afforded to specific issues by party manifestos are similar to the levels of importance which the public gives these issues in terms of their responses to ‘MIP’ type questions in opinion polls, as has shown in previous studies (Bara, 2006) but rank ordering of important issues by parties and by the public has shown greater degrees of similarity (Norris, 2001).

  In order to provide for a slightly more level playing field, a computerised content analysis of the 2005 manifestos, based on words used by respondents in the BES 2005 pre-election survey, is undertaken to see whether or not manifesto  issue saliency appears as more similar to levels recorded in polling data. Two sets of figures are reported here, one based on actual percentage scores and the other on rankings of ‘top issues’. The precise sources for the poll data as well as methods used to construct the computer dictionary are outlined in the appendix. Let us turn first, however, to the question of ideological movement.
Ideological movement
The main indicator of ideological movement has traditionally been seen as the left-right positioning of parties along a series of indicators, usually involving economic intervention, provision of welfare and so on. Discussion of the left- right summative scale has taken place over a number of years and despite a degree of debate, is recognised as a well-validated and useful measure of general shifts in the ideological stance taken by parties over time (Budge et al, 2001). Even accepting the fact that the ‘centre’ has shifted  rightwards across the latter half of the post second world war era, it has been noted previously that by 1997 Labour had become the most centrist party and that the Liberal Democrats were the party furthest to the left of centre(Bara and Budge, 2001). This was still the case, with some minor movement leftwards by both parties, in 2001. The Conservatives continued to retain a position well to the right, albeit a more modified stance than was the case during the heyday of Mrs Thatcher’s ‘reign’.  Thus the situation in 2001 is often debated in terms of whether it should be seen essentially as a continuation of innovations of the mid-nineties or whether it showed the parties returning to their more traditional positions, but that evidence was not sufficiently conclusive to support either view completely. We would need to wait for the next election to try to do this. Well, can we? 
Conditionally- yes.  Labour has continued its very cautious move leftwards and has leapfrogged the Liberal Democrats cautious move rightwards. Labour is now the party just to the left of centre and the Liberal Democrats have taken its place as representing the party ‘just’ to the right of centre- indeed the figures to left and right respectively are almost  mirror image. The Conservatives are entrenched solidly at almost exactly the same   point they occupied in 2001.  Bearing in mind that these are of course estimates and that the moves are still quite small, this nonetheless consolidates a trend started in 2001. 
Figure 1:

British party’s ideological movements along a left-right scale
The Liberal Democrat fight against Labour was clear before the election and could be based essentially on an anti- (Iraq) war platform which was not of huge importance in terms of manifesto content.  Against the Conservatives they needed to compete on the basis of more traditional economic and social issues. In order to attract Conservative voters, Liberal Democrat priorities could not appear too centred on engaging with details of public spending. Rather, they prioritised cuts in taxes and subsidies. (Liberal Democrat Manifesto, 2005, 10). Labour, on the other hand had no such qualms and, indicated that having established a ‘stable, growing economy with the lowest inflation since the 1960s’ (Labour Party Manifesto, 2005, 11) they could concentrate on improving public services. 
Indeed, manifesto emphasis on ‘economic’ elements remains, as in 2001, to remain at a low level. It is indeed the ‘social’ elements of the right-left scale which predominate, especially in the Labour and Liberal Democrat programmes. Although some of the traditional emphasis on pro-market economics by the Conservatives seems to have revived slightly as compared with 1997 and 2001, it is nowhere near reaffirming the heady heights of the eighties and indeed, the combination of variables concerned barely accounts for three per cent of manifesto content. The Conservatives’ economic priorities focus on ‘value for money and lower taxes’ (Conservative Manifesto, 2005, 3). For the other two parties pro-market economics accounts for negligible and decreasing proportions of their manifestos.
Figure 2:

British parties' programmatic emphasis on market economics
In the case of government economic intervention almost exactly  the opposite is the case, with the degrees Labour and Liberal Democrat emphasis rising, whilst the Conservative level falls even further than in 2001. Although we are looking at very low levels of magnitude here, the Labour and Liberal Democrat figures are approaching four per cent of manifesto content- despite calls for lower taxes by the latter party.
Figure 3:

British parties’ programmatic emphasis on economic intervention
Although the emphasis on welfare remains high there is reduction in emphasis by all three parties compared with 2001. Decline is more substantive and steeper, at well below ten per cent of manifesto content, in the Conservative and Liberal Democrat programmes.  Labour’s reduction is quite negligible and indeed reflects to position of 1997, when, compared with the early nineties, the degree of emphasis was much reduced. This is a patter which is also seen in the behaviour of the US Democrats.
Figure 4:

British parties’ programmatic emphasis on welfare 
The policy area mainly benefiting by the Labour and Liberal Democrat reduction on traditional ‘ideological’ issues is that reflecting quality of life. This is especially the case for Labour. Here there is considerable difference between these parties, with some 10per cent of their programmes taken up by this area, compared with the Conservatives, where the figure drops below 5 per cent. This is not necessarily obvious if we simply look at the ‘top ten’ issues discussed below since the quality of life area is measured on the basis of a combination of variables.It is worth noting that ‘environment’ ranks ‘eleventh’ for Labour and ‘culture’ indeed appears as the sixth ranked issue. Despite its high score for the Liberal Democrats, this does not achieve the levels reached in 1992, when all parties gave more attention to this issue- possibly reflecting a  move away from defence issues which indicates a form of optimism after the end of the Cold War.
Figure 5:

British parties’ programmatic emphasis on quality of life
‘Top Ten’ issues
If we examine the ten highest scoring issues in terms of salience in the 2005 manifestos we find that thirteen separate variables account for this across the three parties, as compared with fifteen in 2001. The top five are also quite similar to 2001, although they appear in different positions in the rankings for some parties. Government effectiveness, incorporating public service delivery, 
Table 1a:

Top ten manifesto issues, 2005






Labour

LibDem

Conservative





            Rank    %
            Rank   %
            Rank   %

706
Demographic Groups

1   10.2

2   10.7

4     7.3

504
Health and Welfare Positive
2     9.9

4     6.0

6     6.1

305
Government Effectiveness

3     9.2

1   15.8

1   18.3

506
Education Positive

4     9.0       
  -     

2   11.0

605
Law and Order


4     9.0

7     4.5

3     7.6

502
Culture



6     6.4

      -

       -

107
Internationalism Positive

7     4.5

4     7.7

8     3.5

301
Decentralisation Positive

7     4.5

8     4.4

4     7.3

411
Technology


9     4.2
             10    3.8

       -

402
Incentives

             10    3.6

 6    5.5

7     4.1

501
Environmental Protection
   
      -

 3    9.4

       -

403
Market Regulation

      -

 9    4.2

9     3.1

703
Agriculture


      -    

     -
             10    2.9

Table 1b:

Top ten manifesto issues, 2001

 




Labour

LibDem

Conservative

          




Rank    %           Rank   %
            Rank    %

305
Government Effectiveness

1    14.0

1   11.4

1   17.3

504
Health and Welfare

2    10.2

3     7.3

2     9.0

605
Law and Order


3      8.7

4     6.9

4     6.4

506
Education


4      7.2       
5     5.7                 8     3.3

706
Demographic Groups

5      6.1

7     5.6

3     7.0

411
Technology


6      5.9
         
6     5.7

       -

107
Internationalism Positive

7      3.6

8     4.2

       -

501
Environmental Protection

7      3.6

2     7.4

       -       


301
Decentralisation Positive

9      3.0

        -

5     4.6

408
Economic Goals
           

10     2.8

        -

       -

108
European Union Positive



8     4.2

       -

303
Government Efficiency


             10    4.1
            10     2.8

110
European Union Negative




              6     4.0

502
Culture






              7     3.6

703
Agriculture





             10    2.8

402
Incentives





               9    3.0  

 
       
continues to rank highest for Conservatives and Liberal Democrats, as indeed it did in 2001 for all parties, but falls to third place for Labour. ‘Demographic groups’- a category comprising women, youth, elderly and other special interests- ranks top for Labour and second for the Conservatives.  Law and order remains important for Labour and the Liberal Democrats, but less so for the Conservatives.  
The environment also continues to figure prominently for the Liberal Democrats as suggested by the earlier discussion on quality of life, and indeed just missed out being included here for Labour, ranking eleventh at 3.4 per cent. This, together with culture provides the basis for the ‘quality of life’ dimension, so its increased prominence is again not surprising. Striking differences between 2005 and 2001 are the (expected) near-absence of economic factors and also the complete absence of European integration, whether viewed positively or negatively, among the top ranking issues for any of the parties.
Reflecting public opinion?
It is difficult to compare the level of importance attached to key issues by the electorate directly with their contribution to the party manifestos. Part of the reason is that some of the issues declared as important by the public, such as ‘immigration’, are not reflected in single categories in the MRG data set. On the other hand, different issues, like ‘the economy’, are dispersed around a number of different categories.  In some cases, such as education, there are comparable, single categories which reflect similar ranges of input.  Another point in this regard is that different polls report different levels of importance for different issues - and certainly different rankings overall- even if they are taken at the same juncture of the campaign.

In order to make this exercise more comparable, a new set of coding categories which reflect the ‘most important issues’ cited in opinion polls were drawn up in order to carry out a computerised content analysis of the 2005 manifestos.  It was based on eight issues which  emerged as important across three sets of polling data, namely the British Election Study’s pre-election survey (BES ’beta’ release), the ICM poll of 1-3 May 2005 which is used in Britain Votes 2005 (Norris and Wlezien, 2005) and the YouGov poll of 2-3 May, 2005 (YouGov, 2005). The range of answers given in the BES survey for each entry to the ‘most important issue’ question forms the basis of the dictionary. 
Two sets of results are compared below. Firstly, the actual percentage (of all issues) scores produced and secondly, the rank orders across these eight issues only. (In the case of the full YouGov poll, additional issues were included and some of these accounted for fifth, seventh and ninth rankings.) CMP scores are also included where possible. It must be stressed that the computerised analysis is not set up in order to replicate the CMP categories. It is geared towards providing a basis for comparison with public opinion. Polling organisations may also use different approaches to ‘multiple’ coding, when respondents give equal weight to different issues. Some count all issues whereas others count only the first. This would inflate the values for some of the issues. The CMP values would, on the other hand, be lower since there are a lot more issues included in the manifestos, even if each of them might not account for high proportions of content. There are indeed quite wide discrepancies among the three polls and this certainly does not show that one of them is totally out of alignment with the others as the variation cuts across issues. 
Table 2
Most important issues: comparing % scores across polls and manifestos
Issue

Lab
Lab
Con
Con
LDem
LDem
BES
YouGov      ICM



Comp
CMP
Comp
CMP
Comp
CMP
pre
2-3May     1-3May

Health

18
10
18
 6
13
 6
13
   45
      21

Tax/Economy
29
13
24
12
27
17
 8             59
      27
Education
15
 9
13
11
11
 4
 4
   23
      15
Law & Order
 9
 9
 7
 8
 7
 5
13
   35
      13
Immigration
 1
 2
 4
 4         <1 
 2
22
   40
       9
Terrorism
 2
 -
 1           -          <1
 -
 5
    -
       3
Europe

 1
 3
 2           3
 2
 2
 3
    3
       1
Iraq

 2
 1
 4         <1
 2         <1
 3
    2
       2
‘Comp’ = computerised analysis based on eight categories
‘CMP’= Traditional CMP (manual) by nearest equivalent category/ies

There is in any case a broad range of ‘hits’ accruing to each issue across all the sources. Even taking account of the fact that polling figures are likely to be higher than the manifesto figures; some are actually quite close and certainly represent limited degrees of reflection by the parties of issues of concern.  The ranking of issues might indeed provide greater insight as this is free of precise values. It is also clear that despite pre-election speculation, the main issues of importance were domestic  (rather than Iraq),  even on the part of the public.  It is the issue of immigration which stands out as that most clearly separating parties from electors. 
Comparing the rank orders provides some affirmation that the parties do reflect public concerns but not completely. There is also evidence to suggest considerable agreement among the parties as to what constitute the ‘most important issues’.  With a few exceptions, it is clearly the traditional domestic issues relating to public spending and service delivery emerge as being seen as most important.  Leaving aside the CMP results, which are partial, health 
Table 3
Most important issues: comparing rankings across polls and manifestos

Issue

Lab
Lab
Con
Con
LDem
LDem
BES
YouGov      ICM



Comp
CMP
Comp
CMP
Comp
CMP
pre
2-3May     1-3May

Health

 2
 2
 6
 2
 4
 2
 2
    2
       2  


Tax/Economy
 1
 
 1

 1
    
 4
    1
       1
 

Education
 2
 4
 3
 2
 3
 -
 6
    6
       3

Law & Order
 4
 4
 4
 3
 4
 7
 3
    4
       4 

Immigration
 7

 6
 
 8
 
 1
    3
       5

Terrorism
 6

 8

 7

 5
    -
       6


Europe

 5

 5

 5

 7
    8
       6

Iraq

 7

 7

 6

 8
   10
       8

‘Comp’ = computerised analysis based on eight categories.
‘CMP’= Traditional CMP (manual) by nearest equivalent category/ies

emerges as the second most important issue for all sources, and, with the exception of the BES, the economy is first.  

The problem with using this type of saliency analysis is that there is little to no account taken of ‘direction’- are people saying ‘the economy’ because they are worried about the future are satisfied with the past but worried about an economic downturn or wish to castigate the government in some way for an unpopular policy, such as inheritance tax. 

Of course another view on how electors’ perceptions of important issues are arrived at might suggest that they are influenced by the media. If something appears in the press or on television often enough, then of course it comes to be regarded as important.  In the last week of the campaign, which relates to the period covered by the ICM and YouGov polls cited above, research carried out by Factiva suggests that the issues mentioned most overall in the press were health, education and Iraq, despite attempts by the parties to prioritise campaign discussion on other issues, such as the economy (Labour) or immigration (Conservatives). (www.guardian.co.uk; www.factiva.com). 
Concluding observations
Our predictions, after analysing the 2001 manifestos, were that pressure for better public services could move Labour to adopt a manifesto which was, on balance, further to the left in 2005 and that the Conservatives might well decide that sticking to a rightist agenda was not in their interests, and that they would engage in a process of modernisation which would push them in a centrist direction (Bara and Budge, 2001). Although there is evidence to support the former, the latter has clearly not been the case since the Conservative position has hardly altered. However, the Conservatives themselves in the post-election period are considering changes which could move the party in this direction. Obviously we will have to wait until after the election of their fifth leader in eight years to sniff any hint of  change of this nature.
One thing that was different in 2005 was that the campaign was more triangular. Although Labour prioritised its fight against the Conservatives, both in the style of the manifesto and in the campaign itself, the Liberal Democrats projected a two-pronged attack, and the Conservatives campaigned vigorously to win back seats lost to the Liberal Democrats in earlier elections.  The manifestos, especially that of the Liberal Democrats, reflected these tactics.  

The role of the manifestos in the campaign was diminished as a result of additional sources of information being made available on a wider scale than in 2001, especially electronic sources. Nevertheless, manifestos are still clearly regarded as important as sites for providing policy ideas, a programme for government and a basis for holding governments accountable in the future.

Whilst 2001 could legitimately be seen as a ‘holding’ election with few contentious issues the same cannot be said of 2005.  Even though ‘bread and butter’ domestic factors, of concern to electors’ day to day lives and well-being might be said to have dominated both their perceptions of what was important and the parties’ deliberate approaches to establishing a policy agenda for the next four to five years, there were clearly other matters of concern which cut across priorities and loyalties. The main contenders here were Iraq and immigration - the ‘battlegrounds’ of the opposition parties. Iraq can be seen as a major issue for exploitation by the Liberal Democrats, new contenders, such as Respect and some independent candidates. The Conservatives and the far right fringe tried to capitalise on immigration, but this did not pay off to the same extent. This left Labour with an opportunity to promote their stewardship of the economy in a favourable light. Perhaps James Carville’s oft-cited mantra, ‘It’s the economy stupid’, is still, after all, what matters to enough voters in sufficient seats to determine the outcome of an election. 
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The Real Alternative: The Liberal democrat Manifesto accessed via www.libdems.org.uk  on various dates between 13th April 2005 and 29th July 2005.

Polling  and other relevant data
‘The most important issues’ : The British Election Study, 2005 accessed via www.essex.ac.uk/bes/2005/index2005.html on 12th July 2005
YouGov survey results for  2-3 May 2005, accessed via www.yougov.com  on 13th July 2005.
ICM survey results accessed via http://www.icmresearch.co.uk  on 13th July 2005.

Factiva data on media coverage accessed via www.factiva.com on 13th and 15th July 2005.

The  Observer: ‘Media Matters’, Sunday May 1st 2005, accessed via www.observer.guardian.co.uk on 14th July 2005. 

Interviews

Dr Dianne Hayter,  Member of  Labour’s  National  Executive Committee   and  National Policy Forum.    Interviewed in person on  12th July 2005
A ‘Senior Conservative Policy Source’,  centrally involved in producing the 2005 manifesto. Interviewed by telephone on  28th July 2005.

Marianne Sladowsky, Policy Officer, Liberal Democrats. Interviewed in person, 27th July 2005.

Technical Appendix

1. The Creation of a Left-Right Scale from Manifesto Emphases 

Although this has been well-documented in a number of sources, it is worth revisiting the 

most essential aspects of this scale and its construction. Building on the results obtained in Budge, Robertson and Hearl  (1987)  a later comparative investigation of  coalition agreements and  manifestos (Laver and Budge, 1992) constructed the simple additive scale whose construction is summarized below. Essentially the method there was to group the emphases on government intervention, welfare and peace, which left-right parties put together to make the basis of their appeal, and to contrast these with the emphases on freedom, traditional morality and military alliances which right-wing parties put together.  Other issues were examined comparatively to see whether they consistently loaded on the resulting scale.  Any that did were added to it.  Factor analysis of the programmatic data was also done to see if any second dimension emerged consistently across all countries.  None did, leaving the left-right scale used in this article as the only dimension which is able to be generalized and which enables positions estimated for British parties to be compared across time and across countries- as is demonstrated here. Although validated by factor analysis as well as its fit to accepted historical interpretations of British and other national politics, the left-right scale used here is not based on factor scores that vary sharply with the cases taken into analysis.  Instead it is based on simple addition and subtraction of percentages, as described in  Appendix Table 1 below.   Appendix Tables 2 and 3  show the categories used in the full manual coding scheme and the groupings of variables for the four policy stands discussed above.
Appendix Table 1: The Left-Right Scale
	Right Emphases (sum of %s for)
	
	Left Emphases (sum of %s for)



	Pro-military  (104)
	
	Decolonization (103)

	Freedom, human rights (201)
	
	Anti-military (105)

	Constitutionalism (203)
	
	Peace (106)

	Effective authority (305)
	
	Internationalism (107)

	Free enterprise (401)
	
	Democracy (202)

	Economic incentives (402)
	
	Regulate capitalism (403)

	Anti-protectionism (407)
	Minus
	Economic planning (404)

	Economic orthodoxy (414)
	
	Pro-protectionism (406)

	Social services limitation (505)
	
	Controlled economy (412)

	National way of life (601)
	
	Nationalization (413)

	Traditional morality (603)
	
	Social services expansion (504)

	Law and order (605)
	
	Education expansion (506)

	Social harmony (606)
	
	Pro-labour (701)


Source: I. Budge et al. Mapping Policy Preferences: Estimates for Parties, Electorates and Governments 1945-1998, (OUP, 2001) page  22.

Appendix Table  2: Policy/ Issue Areas in Election Manifestos 1945-2005  
	101
	Foreign Special Relationships: Positive

	102
	Foreign Special Relationships: Negative

	103
	Decolonization

	104
	Military: positive

	105
	Military: negative

	106
	Peace

	107
	Internationalism: positive

	108
	European Community: positive

	109
	Internationalism: negative

	110
	European Community: negative 

	201
	Freedom and domestic human rights

	202
	Democracy

	203
	Constitutionalism: positive

	204
	Constitutionalism: negative

	301
	Decentralization

	302
	Centralization

	303
	Government efficiency

	304
	Government corruption

	305
	Government effectiveness and authority

	401
	Free enterprise

	402
	Incentives

	403
	Regulation of capitalism

	404
	Economic planning

	405
	Corporatism

	406
	Protectionism: positive

	407
	Protectionism: negative

	408
	Economic goals

	409
	Keynesian demand management

	410
	Productivity

	411
	Technology and infrastructure

	412
	Controlled economy

	413
	Nationalization

	414
	Economic orthodoxy

	415
	Marxist analysis

	416
	Anti-growth economy

	501
	Environmental protection

	502
	Arts, sports, leisure, media

	503
	Social justice

	504
	Social services expansion

	505
	Social services limitation

	506
	Education expansion

	507
	Education limitation

	601
	National way of life: positive

	602
	National way of life: negative

	603
	Traditional morality: positive

	604
	Traditional morality: negative

	605
	Law and order

	606
	National effort and social harmony

	607
	Multiculturalism: positive

	608
	Multiculturalism: negative

	701
	Labour groups: positive

	702
	Labour groups: negative

	703
	Agriculture

	705
	Minority groups

	706
	Non-economic demographic groups


.Appendix   Table 3: Combination of Full Policy-Coding Categories into Relevant Policy Stands
	Policy Stand
	
	Old Categories

	
	
	

	Planned Economy
	403
	Regulation of capitalism

	
	404
	Economic planning

	
	412
	Controlled economy

	
	
	

	Quality of Life
	501
	Environmental protection

	
	502
	Art, sport, leisure and media

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Market Economy
	401
	Enterprise

	
	414
	Economic orthodoxy

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Welfare
	503
	Social justice

	
	504
	Social services expansion


2. Computerised analysis of ‘ Most  Important Issues
The advantages and shortcomings of using computerised content analysis to identify trends in party manifestos has been well-documented elsewhere. (Bara,  2001;2006). In terms of identifying straightforward saliency and occurrences of words and phrases, the method has been shown to be extremely reliable. In the case of this study, the manifesto texts have been analysed to see how far they reflect the concerns of voters directly, rather than simply rely on ‘best fit’ categories drawn from the CMP data set- useful as these may be.  
The  basis for the coding categories  or dictionary  used in this exercise is represented by the series of categories common across the three sets of polling data selected for comparison, and especially the British Election Study 2005, pre-election survey since this provides exact responses to the ‘most important issue’ questions- in the respondents’ own words. This is supplemented by use of reputable thesauri
. Word strings, often designating names such as ‘European Union were also included, and where a series of words are drawn from a common root, word stems are used, for example, ‘responsib’ to allow for identification and counting of words such as responsibility, responsibilities, responsible etc. 

Eight categories were utilised to enable direct comparisons between the results of the polling exercises with the manifesto content as shown in Tables 2 and 3 in the paper, and, as far as possible, to reflect variables included in the CMP (manual) coding frame. 
The analysis was carried out using TEXTPACK 7.5 which allows for simple construction of dedicated dictionaries.

[image: image1.jpg]Figure 1:
British parties ideological movements along a left-right scale

40.00 Labour
|— — Conservative
Il\v " Liberal Democrat
hY
20.00] ! \
/ \
\\ / =
I~
0.00 h 1N I\ 3
: Y 7 \
\ /
\ /
v/
-20.00 V! /
/
/\\7
-40.00-
-60.00—
T T T T T T ! T T
- - - = ~ - - - N

Election




[image: image2.jpg]Figure 2:
British parties programmatic emphasis on market economics
Lab Market Economy
25.00—]
— — Cons Market Economy
LibDem Market
Economy
20.00—]
15.00] A
/

\ R
\ NS \
) l’ A
10.00 \\ [ \\
\ A l’ \
\ / \ | \
1 I ] \\
5,00 \\ ; ] \
\ / \ // \

\\ 4'/ /\\ ! A /\//

X /
0.00— \—/ \
T T T T T T T T
1945| 1951 | 1959 1966| 1971 | 1979 1937| 1997|2005
1950 1955 1964 1970 1974 1983 1992 2001

Election Year




[image: image3.jpg]Figure 3:
British parties programmatic emphasis on economic intervention

Labour Planned
25.00— 1 Economy
Cons Planned
[~ — Economy
LibDem Planned
Economy
20.00—
15.00—
10.00+
5.00H
0.00—

T T T T T T T T T
1945| 1951 | 1959| 1966| 1971 | 1979| 1937| 1997|2005
1950 1955 1964 1970 1974 1983 1992 2001
Election Year




[image: image4.jpg]Figure 4:
British parties programmatic emphasis on welfare
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