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Constituency Campaigning in the 2005 British General Election

Justin Fisher, David Denver, Ed Fieldhouse, David Cutts & Andrew Russell

Abstract

Studies of constituency campaigning in the previous three British general elections have demonstrated three propositions about constituency campaigning: that it has become increasingly centralised; that it has become increasingly modernised and that it can yield electoral payoffs. This paper examines constituency campaigning in the 2005 general election using qualitative data derived from interviews with party officials, and quantitative data from a survey of election agents of all the main political parties in Britain. It shows that the centralisation of constituency campaigns has developed further, that campaigns have continued to modernise and that the electoral circumstances were influential in causing Labour constituency campaigns to be ineffective in electoral terms for the first time. 

Introduction

Over the last fifteen years, three different research teams have repeatedly demonstrated the electoral benefits of well-organised and intense election campaigns at constituency level in Britain, despite using different methodological approaches and measures of campaign strength. (see, for example Whiteley & Seyd, 1994; Pattie, Johnston, et al., 1995; Denver et al, 2003). This research was originally labelled ‘revisionist’, since the results contradicted the traditional view of the impact of campaigning in British general elections – namely that if it was in any way beneficial to the performance of the parties, then it was national campaigning that made the difference. Constituency campaigning, it was suggested, was essentially a sideshow inherited from a previous age. Times have changed, however. Even the most ardent ‘traditionalist’ now accepts that constituency campaigning, to some extent at least, yields payoffs. The ‘revisionist’ school has now become the mainstream.  However, among the former ‘revisionists’ there are some disagreements – most importantly over the relative importance of locally or nationally organised constituency campaigns. Seyd and Whiteley, for example, argue that campaigns are most effective when they are locally organised (Whiteley and Seyd, 2003). Fisher, Denver and Hands (2004), by way of contrast, place more emphasis on the co-ordination of campaign efforts by the parties’ central organisations. Both groups accept, however, that the role of the central organisation has increased considerably in recent elections. In this paper, therefore, we provide a first account of how the major parties campaigned at the most recent general election (2005) and undertake an initial evaluation of the effectiveness of the campaigns.

The Electoral Context of the 2005 Election

In their analysis of the 2001 election campaign, Denver et al (2002) found that the electoral context of that election had a significant bearing on the organisation and effectiveness of constituency campaigning. Both the Conservatives and Labour found themselves targeting an increased number of seats – the Conservatives 180 and Labour 148. This was a consequence of the extraordinary results in 1997. The Conservatives needed to target a large number of seats in order to get the party back into electoral contention. Labour, in contrast, needed to defend its 1997 gains – some of them unexpected – to maintain its large majority. The Liberal Democrats found themselves defending twice as many seats as they had done in 1997. The result was that finite organisational resources were spread more thinly for all parties, potentially reducing the effectiveness of the targeted campaigns. A second factor, of course, was that the outcome in 2001 was something of a foregone conclusion. Few thought that the Conservatives could do anything more than dent Labour’s lead, and indeed, the subsequent results showed this to be the case. The result was that, perhaps inevitably, the electoral impact of constituency campaigning in such a context was lessened.

The scenario in 2005 was rather different. First of all, Labour was less popular than in 2001.   The government’s policies in some areas - the Iraq war and student fees, for example – were controversial and Tony Blair was not the electoral asset that he had been for many years. The Conservatives, while not making huge improvements in their position in the polls, nevertheless were much closer to Labour in voting intentions and on occasion marginally ahead. The Liberal Democrats had also improved their standing - in part, because of their opposition to the Iraq war and student fees. The effect was that the election was generally perceived to be likely to be a rather tighter contest this time (as indeed, it turned out to be).  Potentially, therefore, the significance of campaigning for the outcome was greater than it had been in 2001, at least for challengers. As the incumbent party experiencing some difficulties, Labour was probably facing a decline in its vote share, whatever it did although party strategists, no doubt, hoped to stem the tide somewhat by effective campaigning.

With regard to target seats, the picture compared with 2001 was mixed. In 2001, Labour had run a much more ‘inclusive’ campaign than before. While the party had focussed resources and effort on its 148 target seats, the demarcation between the support provided for targets and non-targets was far less rigid than had been the case in 1997. In 2005 there was a return to the policy pursued in 1997 in two ways. First, the demarcation was far more rigidly enforced. Secondly, there were fewer target seats. Labour targeted between 100 and 111 (the figure changed depending upon ‘special circumstances’ during the campaign), with an ‘inner core’ of 45 seats. Such figures were far closer to the number targeted in 1997. The Conservatives, on the other hand, again targeted 180 seats. The Liberal Democrats, targeted around 55-60 seats, broadly comparable with the number targeted in 2001.

Constituency Campaigning in 2005 – Centralisation Continues

Over the past ten to fifteen years, a new and much stronger relationship between the national and local campaigns has emerged.  National party professionals now seek to exercise much greater control over local campaigning by managing key constituency campaigns in crucial respects and integrating them much more closely into the national effort.  They develop local campaign strategies and build them in as an integral part of the party’s overall national campaign; they appoint special organisers (or provide centrally-paid agents in the case of the Conservatives) in target constituencies and in other ways seek to encourage the development of effective campaigning at the local level; they organise direct mail and telephone canvassing from outside the constituency; and so on. These changes began first, and have gone furthest, in the Labour party, but both the Conservatives and, to a lesser extent, the Liberal Democrats, have followed Labour’s lead. These centralising tendencies are well- documented using qualitative evidence by Denver et al in their overview of trends in constituency campaigning from 1992 to 2001 (2003), and are largely confirmed by patterns in quantitative measures of centralisation (Fisher et al, 2004). 

The parties’ strategies in 2005 represented a further development of these trends, especially on the part of the Conservatives and Labour. Both sought to present their national message within a local context. To that end, their policies on say, education in constituency material were frequently not presented as being country-wide, but as ones which would have a particular impact within the constituency. This was achieved though the extensive use of direct communication techniques to key voters in key seats by both Labour and the Conservatives (as well as Plaid Cymru and the SNP). Both parties had large communication centres, from which key voters were sent direct mail (in the case of the Conservatives, some eight mailings) and were contacted by telephone. In effect, the national parties were playing an ever-greater role in communicating the messages of the constituency campaigns. In a particular innovation, many voters were telephoned not by an individual in a call centre, but by an automated phone system, allowing parties to collect vote intention data (or ‘Voter ID’) more quickly and more cheaply than before. Chillingly, most parties deemed this innovation to have been a success.

A second way in which parties sought to target their campaigning efforts on key seats was through the positioning of billboard advertisements. In the vast majority of cases, these were positioned in and around target seats, or on busy ’travel to work’ routes. Thirdly, whilst all three major parties engaged in some national newspaper advertising, a greater emphasis than before was placed on advertising in the regional press – again focussing mainly on target areas and adjusting the message for different audiences. Finally, the tours by key party personnel were focussed entirely on target seats, although this is not entirely new. Other innovations included Labour’s distribution of DVDs to key voters in target constituencies and the Conservatives’ use of daily tracker polls in target seats. It was largely on the basis of the results from these polls that the Conservatives took such a bullish stance on their position in the national polls.

Overall then, the parties’ campaigns in 2005 provided further evidence that constituency campaigning was being increasingly co-ordinated and managed by professionals in the national party headquarters and, it could be argued, the strategies adopted suggest that local contests had come to be seen as more important than the battle waged at national level. This is further confirmation of the revisionist view of the importance of local campaigning but, importantly, it was nationally co-ordinated constituency campaigning that was dominant, rather than locally organised campaigning.

The Modernisation of Constituency Campaigning  – A Continuation of the Trends


One relatively straightforward means of evaluating the extent of ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ campaign techniques is to examine trends over the last four general elections for which we have data. We focus first on what might be labelled ‘traditional’ constituency campaign activities (Table 1).  In the past, almost all campaigns issued an election address, featuring a photograph and message from the candidate, to be delivered free by the Post Office to all households in the constituency.  Despite impressionistic speculation that campaigners now prefer to use their free postal delivery for other kinds of material, this tradition remains very strong with no evidence of decline. The same cannot be said of public election meetings, which are now rare in urban areas.  The average number of meetings held by candidates in 2005 remained smaller than had been the case even in the 1990s.  

Table 1.  Aspects of traditional campaigning - all parties


1992
1997
2001
2005
% issued traditional election address
-
97
97
97

Mean number of public meetings
2.5
1.2
0.6
0.7

Mean number of posters distributed
1,850
1,800
1,250
1,250

Mean total leaflets distributed
62,000
62,000
59,000
72,000

% undertook doorstep canvassing
83
78
70
79

Mean % of electorate canvassed on doorstep
28
22
17
21

% ‘knocked up’ on polling day
54
61
59
69

Mean number of campaign workers
52
48
35
42

Mean number of polling day workers
135
106
70
79

Note: The Ns here and in Tables 2 and 3 vary slightly for particular questions but are always close to 1051 (1992), 1368 (1997), 1329 (2001) and 546 (2005). The question about election addresses was not asked in 1992

There is a widespread impression that elections have become less ‘visible’ of late, in the sense that fewer window bills or garden posters are on display.  This finds support in the figures for the average numbers of posters distributed, which have been at a clearly lower level in the last two elections than they were in 1992 and 1997, although no further fall was recorded in 2005.  On the other hand, the number of leaflets distributed in 2005 increased quite sharply.  This may be for two reasons.  First, facilities now exist for constituency organisations to insert their own material into nationally designed leaflets via the internet and order directly from companies appointed nationally to handle all leaflet orders.  Second, the increase in leafleting activity in 2005 may reflect the fact that the election outcome was expected to be closer than had been the case in the two previous elections.  It is worth noting in this context that the proportion of leaflets that were locally (as compared to regionally or nationally) produced has steadily declined from 73% of all leaflets in 1992 to 54% in 2005.

The focus of well-organised traditional campaigns was on mobilising known supporters and this was achieved by doorstep canvassing and ‘knocking up’ on polling day.  Although canvassing of this type declined from 1992 to 2001 there seems to have been something of a revival in 2005 – although it was still below 1992 levels - and in the last election too the proportion of campaigns which ‘knocked up’ on polling day was greater than it has been in recent years.  Again, this partial revival of electoral mobilisation is probably a function of the expected closeness of the national outcome as compared with 1997 and 2001.

All of these traditional campaign activities require volunteers – to stuff envelopes, dish out leaflets, knock on doors and so on.  In interviews, some party professionals indicated that they have had to cope with a decline in the number of people willing to give their time to election campaigning.  The figures tend to bear out their experience.  In terms both of the average number of campaign workers and of polling day participants, the 2005 figures show only a slight revival from the low point of 2001, despite the fact that a relatively close result was expected. 

Table 2 shows the numbers of campaign and polling day workers for each of the major parties.  It can be seen that the number of volunteers working for Labour declined (yet again) in 2005 to a new low – little over half of the number recorded in 1992 and only marginally higher than the figure for the Liberal Democrats. A similar and perhaps more stark illustration of this trend emerges with regard to the number of polling day workers.  This may be evidence of disillusion among activists (and hence Labour had to rely more than ever on call centres).  Meanwhile it was among Conservatives and Liberal Democrats that volunteer workers increased. Indeed, the rise in the number of Conservative workers is especially noteworthy.

Table 2.  Campaign and Polling Day Workers (mean)


Campaign workers
Polling day workers


1992
1997
2001
2005
1992
1997
2001
2005
Con
92
57
61
84
262
134
121
161

Lab
50
55
32
27
124
127
70
51

Lib Dem
30
33
20
26
65
62
32
45

Table 3 presents evidence comparable to that in Table 1 but focussing on newer campaigning techniques which have been made possible by technological developments - in particular, the availability of relatively cheap and powerful PCs and the now nearly universal ownership of telephones.  

The use of computers continued to increase in 2005 and is now all but universal.  Making serious use of computers for electioneering involves using a computerised version of the electoral register and the data show a steady upward trend in the proportions of campaigns having this and also in those using specialised election software developed and made available by party headquarters.  The last stage of mobilization in a campaign is the knocking-up of ‘promises’ or ‘pledges’ on polling day.  In 1992 only minorities of campaigns used computers for this task, but the proportion has steadily risen and reached 62% in 2005.   On all measures, then, the 2005 election saw the most ‘computerised’ constituency campaigns to date.

The mailing of personalized letters to individual voters (direct mail) made possible by the advent of computers - was virtually unknown in 1992 but in the last three elections respondents were asked whether they used ‘direct mail to target individual voters previously identified as supporters or potential supporters’.  Only about 20 per cent of all campaigns used this technique in 1997 and 2001 but the proportion rose to almost a third in 2005.  It should be remembered, however, that the bulk of direct mailing is done by party headquarters rather than by constituency campaigners. 

Table 3.  Aspects of modern campaigning - all parties


1992
1997
2001
2005
% used computers 
74
85
88
94

% had computerised electoral register 
43
64
71
80

% used party software 
33
54
61
73

% used computers for knocking up lists
28
37
43
62

% sent ‘substantial amount’ of direct mail
-
23
21
31

% some telephone canvassing during campaign
32 
52
51
63

Mean % of electorate telephone canvassed
-
7.6
7.7
7.5

%  ‘knocked up’ by telephone
-
37
45
60

% some telephone canv in year pre election
 -
48 
47
57

% had outside telephone calling pre-campaign
-
-
19
31

% had outside telephone calling during campaign
-
10
16
30

% with website
-
-
44
66

Note: For Ns see note to Table 1.  A dash indicates that the relevant question was not asked in the relevant survey.

The 1992 election was the first in which telephone canvassing was used to any extent as an electioneering technique in Britain and by the following election contacting voters by telephone was being embraced as an essential campaign technique.  In 1992 respondents were simply asked whether they had undertaken any telephone canvassing during the campaign but additional questions were introduced in 1997 and 2001.  The data suggest that after a sharp rise in campaign telephone canvassing by constituencies in 1997 and 2001 there was a further increase in the proportion of campaigns undertaking this activity in 2005.  Although more campaigns used telephone canvassing the average proportion of the electorate contacted in this way remained relatively static.  On the other hand, there was an increase in the use of the telephone for ‘knocking up’ on polling day and again this was more common than ever in 2005.  

There is no doubt, then, that the use of telephone contacts in campaigning continued to increase in 2005 but even the figures discussed so far underestimate the extent of telephone usage.  In the first place, some constituencies contact voters in the pre-campaign period.  This was the case for just under 50% of campaigns in 1997 and 2001 but in 2005 there was an increase to 57%.  Second, much telephone contact comes from outside the constituency concerned – mainly from national and/or regional call centres which all the major parties have now established.   These are mainly focused on target seats but, as the data show, by 2005 record proportions of survey respondents were aware that voters in their constituency were contacted by telephone both in the pre-campaign period and during the campaign itself.  Finally, Table 3 shows that in 2005 there was a sharp increase - to about two-thirds - in the proportion of local parties/candidates having a website as part of their campaign as compared with 2001.

Overall, then, the main elements of traditional campaigning remained clearly in evidence in 2005.  Parties canvassed on the doorstep, delivered election addresses and leaflets and ‘knocked up’ much as they have done for many years.  In 2005, however, these activities were supplemented to a greater extent than ever before by more modern campaign methods – the use of computers, telephones and websites.

The Electoral Impact of Constituency Campaigning

We now move on to make an initial assessment of the electoral impact of constituency campaigning in 2005.
In order do this, some quantifiable indicator of campaign strength is required and variety of measures has been used in previous studies. Johnston and Pattie use constituency level campaign spending. This is a useful variable, but can only ever be a surrogate for actual campaigning. Seyd and Whiteley have used indicators of general party activity derived from their surveys of party members, as well as indicators of membership activity at election time, when their surveys have coincided with general elections. Again, these variables have proved to be useful, but the data are limited by the fact that surveys of all three principal parties (let alone the nationalist parties) have never taken place simultaneously.  Moreover, while membership surveys have captured membership activity, they are not able to measure overall campaign effort or organisation. Studies pioneered by Denver and Hands have sought to measure overall campaign strength by surveying constituency election agents and asking them a series of questions covering organisation, preparation, campaign and polling day activity. These have then been combined in a scale to produce an indicator of campaign intensity.

For the purposes of this paper we have produced a preliminary indicator of campaign intensity by creating an additive scale using a number of variables measuring organisation, campaign activity and polling day activity. It includes the extent of canvassing (doorstep and telephone), numbers of volunteer workers, the use of direct mail, the use of computers for knocking up on polling day, numbers of leaflets delivered, telephone contact with voters from outside the constituency, the presence of special campaign organisers and the extent to which the campaign organisation covered the constituency.  This produces scores running from 0 to 21. Actual scores covered the entire range and had mean of 9 and a standard deviation of 5.6. It should be emphasised that this scale is very much rough and ready and should be regarded as indicative at this stage.  The rather more sophisticated and detailed measure used for previous elections will be employed in due course. 

Variations in campaign strength

Table 4 shows mean scores for the different parties overall and according to the electoral status of constituencies from the perspective of the party concerned.  Despite the fact that the index is rudimentary and that the response rate for the Conservatives is much poorer than those for the other parties, the figures are intuitively plausible.

Table 4: Mean Scores on Index of Campaign Strength


Con
Lab
LibDem
SNP
Plaid


Overall
14.3
9.4
7.1
8.6
4.7


Very safe
14.3
10.4
11.4
-
-


Comfortable
13.6
15.1
14.6
15.0
11.0


Marginal held
14.7
15.4
16.0
15.0
-


Marginal not held
16.8
8.0
-
13.7
-


Possible
15.5
6.6
13.8
-
-


Hopeless
9.6
3.1
4.9
7.3
4.1

Overall, the Conservatives appear to have had the strongest constituency campaigns in 2005 and Labour (some way behind) the next strongest, with the Liberal Democrats and the nationalist parties trailing.  That is exactly in line with previous studies.  Moreover, as would be expected, in every case much the weakest campaigns are found in seats that were hopeless prospects for the party concerned.

Conservative campaigns were stronger in seats that they did not hold but could win (marginal and possible) than in those that they held while the reverse is true in Labour’s case.  This is also as would be expected given the context of the election.  Labour was almost certain to lose support and was, therefore, clearly on the defensive; the Conservatives had to be on the offensive.  They needed to make gains rather than simply hold what they had.  The situation with the Liberal Democrats is a little more complicated in that their strongest campaigns were in marginal held and comfortable seats, indicating a defensive strategy.  Nonetheless, campaigns in possible gains were stronger than in their safe seats.

Campaign effects: turnout

Past research (Denver, Hands and McAllister, 2004) has shown that intense campaigning can have a significant effect on constituency turnout.  For obvious reasons, the stronger parties campaign in a constituency, the higher is the turnout, net of other factors. In order to investigate whether there is any evidence in our data of a similar effect at the 2005 election, the parties’ campaigns were categorised – on the basis of scores on the summary index – as ‘weak’, ‘average’, or ‘strong’.  Table 5, which includes only the campaigns of the three major parties, shows the mean turnout and the mean change in turnout from 2001 within each category for each party in turn.

Table 5: Strength of Constituency Campaigns and Turnout



Weak
Average
Strong


Conservative


Mean turnout
-
64.1
66.5


Mean turnout change
-
+1.6
+2.5


Labour


Mean turnout
63.1
58.5
61.6


Mean turnout change
+2.3
+1.8
+2.0


Liberal Democrats


Mean turnout
59.8
63.3
66.0


Mean turnout change
+2.0
+2.1
+2.1


Note: There was only one ‘weak’ Conservative campaign among our respondents and that case is included with average campaigns.  Scottish constituencies are excluded from the analysis of turnout change due to difficulties caused by boundary changes.


Stronger Conservative and Liberal Democrat campaigns are associated with higher turnouts (the differences being statistically significant).  It is the case, of course, the case that parties campaign more strongly in marginal seats and these have higher turnouts in any event.  Arguably, however, it is the fact that parties do campaign harder in such seats that explains the higher turnout in them.  The strength of Labour campaigning made no apparent difference to turnout.  This probably reflects the difficulties that Labour encountered in the election.  In the context of the Iraq war and other matters, the party clearly found it difficult to galvanise its supporters and to stem the tide of opinion against it.


The figures for turnout change are less convincing.  Only in the case of the Conservatives were stronger campaigns associated with a larger increase in turnout (and the difference is not statistically significant).  It should be remembered, however, that other evidence suggests that 2005 saw an across-the-board increase in turnout that appears to be unrelated to the electoral status, region or socio-economic characteristics of the constituency.  Large differences in the actual level of turnout remained, however, and these seem partly to be explained by differential campaigning.


Although a strong campaign by one party can increase turnout among its supporters, it is likely that higher turnout in marginal seats is produced by a combination of strong campaigning by two or more parties.  There are currently 43 constituencies for which we have an estimate of the campaign strength of the two parties which came first and second in the election and, as Figure 1 shows, there is a clear relationship between the combined campaign strength scores of these parties and turnout in the election.  The associated correlation coefficient (+ 0.538) is statistically significant.  As might be expected in the light of the preceding discussion, there is no such clear pattern when turnout change is analysed in the same way.

Figure 1: Combined Campaign Strength of Top Two Parties and Turnout in 2005
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There is, then, evidence to suggest that the level of campaigning undertaken – especially on the part of the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats - once again influenced turnout levels in the 2005 general election.  That conclusion must be a preliminary one, however, as we do not yet have enough responses to control for other variables which also influence turnout variation, such as region or the urban-rural dimension.

Campaign effects: party performance

Parties do not campaign to increase turnout in general, of course, but to maximise their own support.  The best measure of their relative success in doing so is the change in the share of the electorate (not votes) that they obtain.  Using this measure means, however, that Scottish constituencies have to be excluded from the analysis.  Again we investigate this on the basis of the agents’ survey data, making use first of the simple classification of campaign strength described above.  The relevant data are in Table 6.

Table 6: Strength of Constituency Campaigns and Party Performance (mean change in share of electorate)



Weak
Average
Strong


Conservative
-
+0.8
+1.9


Labour
-1.4
-3.3
-3.3


Liberal Democrats
+2.5
+2.6
+2.6


As with the impact on turnout, Conservative campaigning seems to have been the most effective.  Their performance in constituencies in which they had strong campaigns was clearly better than in those where campaigns were only average (although the difference does not quite attain statistical significance).  The Liberal Democrats improved by almost exactly the same amount irrespective of how they campaigned locally – if there was an electoral payoff from their anti-war stance on Iraq then it applied almost everywhere.  Labour now finds itself in the position that the Conservatives did at one time.  The harder they campaigned the worse they did.  This is perhaps because they put greater efforts into seats where they were aware that they were in danger of losing significant support.


We can use the actual scores on the campaign strength index to provide a more detailed analysis.  First Table 7 shows correlations between the scores and change in the share of electorate obtained by each party.  Disappointingly, the only coefficient that is statistically significant indicates that Labour did worse the harder they campaigned.  The coefficient for the Conservatives is in the right direction but, possibly because of the relatively small number of cases involved is not significant.

Table 7: Correlations between campaign strength and change in share of electorate (England & Wales only)


Conservative
0.176  
(61)


Labour
-0.357*
(215)


Liberal Democrat
0.014
(176)


The most economical and widely used
 way to control for the socio-economic composition of constituencies is to use share of the vote or electorate at the relevant election as the dependent variable (rather than change in share) and share of the vote or electorate at the previous election as a control variable.  This effectively controls for a range of socio-economic variables associated with variations in party support across constituencies.  Table 8 reports partial correlations on this basis.  The campaign index coefficient is significant in the case of the Liberal Democrats – suggesting that even with this rudimentary index their campaigning positively improved their performance – but is not significant in the other two cases.

Table 8: Partial correlations between campaign strength and change in share of electorate, (England & Wales only)


Conservative
0.1531 (58)


Labour
-0.0687 (212)


Liberal Democrat
0.4132 (173) **


Finally, we introduce two further sets of control variables into the model – personal incumbency and region. This controls for the well established beneficial electoral effects of incumbency and takes account of any differences in regional trends in party support between the two elections. Dummy variables were used in both cases with the West Midlands acting as the comparator for region. In combination with the use of share of the electorate at the previous election, this provides a very stiff test of the impact of campaigning. The results are shown in Table 9. 


Not surprisingly, given the inclusion of share of the electorate at the previous election, the r-squared figures are very large. The regression coefficients suggest, however, that only Liberal Democrat constituency campaigning had a positive and statistically significant effect. Conservative campaign strength is also correctly signed, but fails to achieve statistical significance – the number of Conservative cases at this stage again being the likely explanation. In the case of Labour, the campaign index is negatively signed. Although these coefficients are not statistically significant, the signing is consistent with the simple bivariate and partial correlation tests reported earlier, suggesting that Labour’s campaigning was not at all beneficial to the party (at least in electoral terms). Finally, it is worth noting that for both the Liberal Democrats and Labour, personal incumbency has a highly significant effect. Our survey of agents on this occasion tried to get information about longer-term constituency campaigning in which incumbent MPs are involved and subsequent analysis will explore this phenomenon.

Table 9: The Impact of Constituency Campaigning on Share of the Electorate (England & Wales Only)

	
	Conservatives

n=61
	Labour

N=215
	Liberal Democrats

n=176

	Share of Electorate 2001
	.967
	.798
	.660

	Personal Incumbent
	1.161
	1.738
	1.938

	South East
	.627
	-1.317
	-1.061

	East Anglia
	-2.698
	-2.049
	1.116

	Greater London
	.152
	-.972
	.795

	South West
	-1.935
	-.137
	.157

	East Midlands
	-.895
	-.882
	-.473

	Yorks. & Humber
	-1.790
	.653
	.425

	North West
	.411
	.149
	-1.089

	North
	n.a
	-.227
	2.097

	Wales
	2.282
	.010
	1.979

	Campaign Index
	.071
	-.033
	.389

	Adjusted r2
	.887
	.958
	.924


Note: Statistically significant coefficients are shown in bold
In order to include Scottish constituencies in the analysis, the above regression models were re-run using share of vote in 2005 as the dependent variable and share in 2001 as a predictor.  The results are shown in Table 10 and are broadly in line with those reported in Table 9.  Again the strength of constituency campaigning is significant and positive only in the case of the Liberal Democrats.   It is noteworthy, however, that personal incumbency added, on average, almost 5% to the Liberal Democrat share, net of other variables.

Table 10: The Impact of Constituency Campaigning on Share of the Vote

	
	Conservatives

n=64
	Labour

N=236
	Liberal Democrats

n=199



	Share of Vote 2001
	.968
	.811
	.633

	Personal Incumbent
	1.476
	2.369
	4.922

	South East
	2.251
	-1.989
	-1.900

	East Anglia
	-1.401
	-2.556
	2.121

	Greater London
	2.207
	-1.810
	1.598

	South West
	-.586
	.334
	.253

	East Midlands
	1.000
	-1.163
	-.529

	Yorks. & Humber
	.537
	1.496
	.840

	North West
	3.415
	1.180
	-.725

	North
	n.a.
	1.158
	4.171

	Wales
	5.856
	.758
	3.302

	Scotland
	3.939
	1.591
	2.566

	Campaign Index
	.023
	-.054
	.541

	Adjusted r2
	.900
	.965
	.902


Note: Statistically significant coefficients are shown in bold

Conclusion

Studies of constituency campaigning in the elections of 1992, 1997 and 2001 have demonstrated that constituency campaigning has become increasingly centralised, increasingly modernised and likely to yield electoral payoffs.  The initial evidence presented here would certainly appear to confirm that the first two developments continued in 2005. It is very clear that for all three principal parties, the central organisations have played an increasingly significant role. Quantitative indicators of this trend have not yet been calculated for 2005, but on the basis of our qualitative data, the evidence is clear enough.  In the case of modernisation, the evidence is similarly clear. Parties still engage in some traditional forms of constituency campaigning, but modern techniques continue to become increasingly prevalent. 

At this stage, however, the evidence about electoral impact in 2005 is decidedly mixed. In the case of the Liberal Democrats, our initial assessment appears to confirm the experience of previous elections. For the other two main parties, however, the picture is less clear. In the case of the Conservatives, our non-significant findings are almost certainly a function of the smaller number of responses that we currently have although this could be alleviated, up to a point, by the inclusion of surrogate measures in future work on this question.   In the case of Labour, however, it would appear that the electoral context in 2005 had a significant bearing on the effectiveness of campaigning. In the previous three elections, Labour has been relatively popular. In 2005, it was rather less popular and facing both disillusioned voters and, apparently, less-than-enthusiastic activists. The result, unlike in the previous three elections, was that Labour’s campaigning had no significant impact on constituency results. Of course, our analyses and conclusions are preliminary but they suggest that all elections are not alike and that campaign effects will differ according to the context of the election in question.

Nonetheless, there is no doubt that constituency campaigning is now seen as more significant than ever by the parties and possibly even more significant than the national campaign focussed on the mass media. The planning of constituency campaigns has become increasingly integrated into the parties’ overall campaign strategy. All parties now pay particular attention to their ‘target seats’ and target status is determined by party headquarters.  Specific sections within the national organisations are devoted to ensuring the best possible campaigns in the targets.  This focus on target seats now accounts for most campaign expenditure and effort at national level (Fisher, 2005). Arguably, then, the campaigns in the constituencies now dominate the parties’ overall campaign strategy. The battles that matter are those in the target seats, not the one played out in the national media.
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Endnotes

� 	This paper is based upon work originally conducted on behalf of the Electoral Commission


� 	We investigated campaign activity in the constituencies by means of a survey of election agents – thus replicating work that has been carried out at the three previous general elections.  We sent questionnaires by email to the agents of all the major parties in every constituency asking for them to be completed on-line and returned either by post or email.  The response was not as good as has been achieved in the past with printed postal questionnaires, particularly in the case of the Conservatives.





The distribution of useable questionnaires returned from agents of each party was as follows:


	%	% response rate


	Conservative:	64	11.7	10.2


	Labour	237	43.4	37.9


	Lib Democrats	199	36.4	31.8


	SNP	34	6.2	57.6


	Plaid Cymru	12	2.2	30.0





Clearly the Conservatives are seriously under-represented among respondents and the other parties correspondingly over-represented.  Since there are quite sharp differences across parties in the extent and style of campaigning, the data for the 2005 election have been weighted to conform with the average distribution of responses across parties in the three previous surveys.  Given the smaller numbers involved, the 2005 data may not as robust as those for previous elections but they can, nonetheless, be taken as indicative of general trends in campaigning.  





� 	The use of a lagged variable creates a dynamic specification of the model, which controls for the effects of the independent variables at the previous election. See, for example Whiteley & Seyd, 1998, p.123. 
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