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Introduction


Electoral change in Britain follows a curious pattern.  If a political party has increased its share of the vote from one election to the next, one might expect to find proportionally similar gains across all seats.  For example, a national increase from 40 to 44 percent should translate into local changes from 20 to 22 percent or from 60 to 66 percent.  In fact, though, the gains are better approximated by constant percentage point shifts, e.g. from 20 to 24 percent and from 60 to 64 percent.  This phenomenon, described by David Butler more than half a century ago, is known as uniform swing. 

Naturally there is a good deal of variability in the observed swing over the set of parliamentary constituencies.  Some of this ‘error’ is systematic and can be explained by socio-demographic characteristics, region, or local factors.  There are also complications introduced by the presence of third parties.  The key point is simply that the size of the swing is largely independent of how the votes are distributed within each constituency. 

Margaret Thatcher’s first victory in 1979 provides a good example of uniform swing.  In Figure 1, the Conservative share of the vote in that election is plotted against the corresponding share from October 1974 for every seat in England.  The trend is almost perfectly represented by the equation 

y = x + c 

where y is the share in 1979, x is the share in 1974, and c is the magnitude of the swing (in this case about 8 percentage points).  The slope is 1 (so that change is not proportional to the party’s strength in the particular seat) and there is no curvature.  To verify these statements, one can fit an equation of the form 


y = ax2 + bx + c 

to the scatterplot.  The solution gives a = .0009; in other words the pattern is almost completely linear and the squared term is unnecessary.  If we then fit an equation of the form 


y = bx + c 

we find b = .99.  As the line is perfectly diagonal, the swing is not a function of the share of the vote. 

In most elections the swing is relatively small (less than 4 percent), and in these circumstances it is not easy to discern any non-linearity or non-unit gradients.  If there is a simple model that can rival uniform swing, it is only likely to come into its own in lopsided elections.  The best example in the last 60 years is the Labour landslide that brought Tony Blair to power in 1997.  As we shall see, the scatterplot looks rather different for that election, which leads to an interesting question: if there is a large swing to the Conservatives in 2010, will it follow the pattern of 1979 or 1997?  Will it be uniform or non-uniform? 

First, though, it is worth trying to explain uniform swing.  Ultimately the objective in forecasting is to understand electoral behaviour, and in particular how individual voting decisions translate into changes at constituency level.  Predictions based simply on the swing observed in national opinion polls or results early on election night are less reliable than the output of sophisticated forecasting models, but we may learn a good deal by focusing on how votes change. 
Possible explanations for uniform swing 


A shift of 5 percentage points in an area where a party starts with 20 percent of the vote seems remarkable, the same movement from a base of 60 percent much less so.  It seems counter-intuitive that absolute changes in share of the vote should be constant across the full range of constituencies.  One might naturally suppose that a party will lose most where it has more votes to lose, and likewise that it will gain less where it is weak than where it is strong.  Some forces might work in the opposite direction – for example ceiling effects could limit a party’s gains in places where its share was already very high – but in general we expect change to be relative.  It is not clear why voting should be different. 

One possible explanation is that local effects balance the national influence.  (McLean (1973) credits Berrington with proposing this solution, though it was first published by Butler and Stokes in 1969.)  Suppose, for example, that nationally a party loses 10 percent of its share, dropping from 40 to 36 percent of the total vote.  In a seat it previously held with 60 percent of the vote, the local political climate might be sufficiently supportive that its loss is limited to four rather than the expected six percentage points.  Conversely, in an area where it was weak, its share might drop by more than the national proportion, for example from 20 to 16 (rather than 18) percent. 

It takes little reflection to realise that the same explanation cannot apply to gains in support, because then the local and national effects would reinforce each other to produce a range of large and small swings.  The hypothesis requires us to focus on switching and thus on the party losing votes.  The local environment acts as a kind of gravitational force that interacts with the more powerful pull of the national influence.  If context increases the losses suffered where the party has a small share and moderates the losses where it is strong, the net effect is that losses are roughly the same everywhere.  

This explanation is ingenious but not wholly persuasive.  While it is plausible that there are neighbourhood effects operating in the direction claimed, it seems far too convenient that the local political environment should dovetail so neatly with the national situation.  Let us imagine, for example, a two-party case where nationally the election shifts the balance from 50:50 to 55:45, so that a 60:40 seat becomes 65:35 while a 40:60 seat becomes 45:55.  In one constituency the second party loses one eighth of its support while in the other it loses only one twelfth.  Is there really so much difference, though, between local effects on voter behaviour when party support is distributed 60:40 rather than 40:60? A rigorous study by Bodman (1983) did not support the environmental hypothesis.  And even if context makes this much difference, it would be more than surprising to find it calibrated so perfectly with the national change that a uniform swing results. 

There is an alternative explanation for the conjectured influence of the local distribution of party preferences in offsetting a national proportionate swing. This account may seem to rely less on coincidence, because here the proportions that balance each other are naturally related.  If we ignore variations in turnout or population replacement, British voting is a zero-sum process.  One party can only gain votes if its rivals lose votes.  Change is produced by switching out of one and into another.  The size of the local shift might be influenced by the shares of both major parties, not simply the one losing support. 

Take, for instance, the previous example of a national election where one party boosts its vote by 10 percent and the other declines by the same proportion.  Where the shares are equal at the outset, the numbers switching out and switching in are also equal.  The question is what happens when the votes were previously distributed unevenly, e.g. 20:60.  One needs to reconcile the two percent that could be expected to switch into the first party with the six percent that might switch out of the second party.  If we simply average the pull and the push, the result will give us a uniform swing across all constituencies. 

As before, the national influence is affected by the local distribution, though the implied mechanism is arguably different. Butler and Stokes suggested that the neighbourhood political environment influences the propensity to switch, thus making people either more or less susceptible to the national shift.  Here we are assuming that the national influences interact with both push and pull local effects.  These effects may be large or small, depending on the relative size of the party shares, but the balance is the same in all areas. 

There is an alternative explanation of uniform swing (McLean 1973).  Instead of trying to reconcile the observations of a fairly constant increase or decrease with our sense that change should be proportionate to current shares, we could think again about who is at risk of switching.  A substantial proportion of the electorate may have no inclination to vote for a different party under any circumstances.  That being so, changes in party share are produced by shifting choices among floating voters.  If these voters are about the same proportion of the public in every area, and if their choices are either independent of the local political distribution (a large assumption) or dependent on it to the same extent (still a significant conjecture), then the ‘paradox of uniform swing’ disappears. 

It might seem unlikely that floating voters are evenly (or at least fairly randomly) distributed across the country.  One could reasonably suspect, for example, that marginal constituencies have not just roughly equal numbers of supporters of the main parties but also a higher than average proportion of potential switchers.  In American terms, perhaps swing voters are particularly prevalent in swing states.  The US evidence, though, points the other way.  A Pew Research Centre study in 2004 reports that “The battleground states in this year’s election, while obviously very competitive, do not have a disproportionately high percentage of swing voters” (Pew 2004: 4). 

We can use the British Elections Study to explore the relationship between constituency marginality and the proportion of floating voters.  The findings shown in Tables 1, 2 and 3 come from the pre- and post-election surveys conducted in 2005.  To protect confidentiality the dataset does not include detailed geographical information, but there is a variable indicating whether the respondent’s constituency is regarded as marginal.  The data suggest that floating voters are no more prevalent in these areas than elsewhere, based on three different measures: the percentage of survey respondents who …  
· said (pre-election) that they had not yet decided how to vote 

· expressed (pre-election) the intention of voting for a different party than the one they said they had voted for in 2001 

· reported (post-election) voting for a different party than the one they said they had voted for in 2001. 
In each case there are no substantial differences between the marginal and non-marginal categories, and the size of the floating group is actually fractionally higher in the safe seats. 

While far from conclusive, these results suggest that it is not far-fetched to suggest that there is a degree of uniformity in the proportion of floating voters in different areas.  That being so the same swing will be reproduced in all constituencies if the national influence is constant.  

One might object that ultimately the politically undecided in Buckingham are more likely than their counterparts in Bootle to vote Conservative. To require that the behaviour of floating voters be independent of location – even as a simplifying approximation – seems too severe.  It is unnecessary, though, to assume that floating voters are not influenced by the local party distributions.  All that is needed is for the degree of local influence to be constant.  For example, if the local and national effects on the decisions made by these voters are weighted 75:25, then it is equivalent to each constituency having a floating group a quarter of the size with the same distribution of votes in any given election. 

To put it another way, the voting decisions in each area must have two distinct components, the relative sizes of which do not vary across constituencies: a local effect that is the same in every election, and a national effect that may change.  These effects may apply in many different ways, from at one extreme a partitioning of the population into local partisans and national floaters, to at the other a slight but universal temptation to switch in line with national patterns.  To achieve a uniform swing, all that matters is that the expected number of switchers be the same across all constituencies. 

The increased variability in constituency-level swing that has been noted from 1979 onwards (Curtice & Steed 1997: 298) might then be explained by a general increase in the proportion of the electorate that is at risk of switching.  This volatility could lead to more unpredictability in the outcome of individual races.  If the floating voters become increasingly influenced by national trends rather than local context, the result would be a regression to the mean, with party distributions in safe seats becoming less skewed. 
Further questions on swing 


A key question in this context is whether swings have in fact been uniform, and to what extent, in recent general elections.  If the individual constituency swings have not been independent of each party’s share of the vote, what has been the pattern?  Is there a regression towards the mean (with loss of share in safe seats), or is something else happening? 

Although swing is conventionally calculated as the mean change for the two main parties, it seems potentially helpful to decompose the swing by party.  Given the strength of the Liberal Democrats (and the nationalist parties in Wales and Scotland), the changes in the Labour and Conservative vote shares are not necessarily reflections of each other. 

Electoral analysts often examine differences in swing by region, industry, class, and so on.  A simple approach used below is to compare seats held by one party or the other.  It often appears that the magnitude and slope of the trendline varies systematically between Conservative and Labour-held seats. 
Data


In the analysis that follows, the data on the elections of October 1974 and 1979 come from the table of results by constituency published by Butler & Kavanagh (1975, 1980).  (I am grateful to Siobhan McAndrew for her assistance in scanning these tables and cleaning the electronic file.)  Data on the elections from 1992 onwards come from The British Parliamentary Constituency Database, 1992-2005, Release 1.3, compiled by Pippa Norris.  Note that the figures for 1992 are estimates of what the results would have been for the constituency boundaries of 1997; credit for this work belongs to Colin Rallings and Michael Thrasher, The Media Guide to the New Parliamentary Constituencies (Plymouth: LGC Elections Centre, 1995). 
Recent swings 

As we saw in Figure 1, the Conservative victory in 1979 offers a good example of uniform swing.  There is variation around the trendline but no pattern other than a upwards shift of the vote share from the previous election, constant in magnitude across the entire range of seats.  

Because of the presence of minor parties, the Conservative and Labour results are not quite mirror images.  In particular, while the swing against Labour in 1979 looks uniform at first glance (Figure 2), there are some signs of the curvilinearity that will be very apparent in 1997.  The actual trendline is slightly convex; Labour performed better in competitive seats than in safe seats held by either main party.  In the 215 English constituencies where Labour started with 35-54 percent of the vote, it did better than average in 135 and below average in 80.  Overall the change in the Labour share in these constituencies was a full percentage point higher than the national average (and hence about 1.7 percent higher than elsewhere). 


This pattern was accentuated in the Labour landslide of 1997.  These results clearly violate the principle of uniformity (Figure 3).  The swing was largest in marginal constituencies and smallest in seats where Labour had a low or a high percentage of the vote.  In most seats that Labour won from the Conservatives, the change in the party’s share was well above the national average (Figure 4). 

The strong performance in marginal constituencies might be the result of effective campaigning or – in combination with the poor results in Liberal Democratic territory – of tactical voting.  There is also an argument that either because of Labour’s ideological migration towards the centre or because of increasingly fluid preferences in the electorate, the outcome shows signs of a regression to the mean.  If one regards the LibDem and the safest Conservative seats as outliers, the overall scatter has a more linear appearance, with a slope less than one. 

Interestingly, the Conservative results show less departure from uniformity, despite the enormous swing against the party (Figure 5).  The change in share was fairly constant in seats the Conservatives held, those they lost, and most Labour seats (Figure 6).  The relative losses were not as severe where the party share was already less than 30 percent, which may be a floor effect.  

The English constituency results in 2001 are not far out of line with what would be expected under uniform swing, but Labour performed noticeably better in marginal (and even Conservative) seats than in places where it won more than 50 percent of the vote in the previous election (Figure 7).  The pattern here could be interpreted as a general regression to the mean, with Labour losing ground in its safe seats and gaining elsewhere. These results are consistent with the view that a realignment was occurring: Labour consolidated its position outside its heartland even as it suffered defection in its traditional support. 

The picture can be seen more clearly if the trendline is redrawn to show the preservation of the status quo, with the 2001 share unchanged from 1997 (Figure 8).  Two groups of seats fall below this line: safe Labour seats at one end and Liberal Democratic seats mostly at the other (plus ‘Health Concern’ in Kidderminster).  One can also observe a possible omen of future volatility: the seats where Labour has a share of the vote between 40 and 50 percent in 2001 are remarkably diverse in their back stories, with 1997 shares varying between 30 and 70 percent. 

The Conservative picture for the same year offers an interesting contrast (Figure 9).  Whereas Labour maintained its share almost unchanged in Conservative constituencies, and lost ground in its own, the Conservative party gained very little in Labour seats, while strengthening its position in seats it already held (Figure 10).  The Liberal Democrats thereby gained more than the Conservatives in both votes and seats. 

In 2005 the Labour pattern (Figure 11) resembles the Conservative’s situation eight years previously (Figure 6).  The swing was relatively uniform where the party had at least a third of the votes, but in Liberal Democratic and safe Conservative seats it did less poorly than elsewhere.  Whether this picture should be interpreted as showing a floor effect or a regression to the mean is open to debate.  The Conservatives basically replicated their performance in 2001: next to no change on average in Labour seats, with better results on their own turf (Figure 12).  Far from suggesting any regression to the mean, the graph hints at a slight polarisation of constituencies, with the Conservatives losing most where Labour has the strongest grip and gaining most in its safest seats. 
Discussion


The idea of uniform swing remains useful in studies of British elections.  In part this utility is that of a benchmark (Blau 2001); it is helpful to see where, why and how discrepancies arise.  As for forecasting, one implication of this overview is that in places where party strength is very unbalanced, electoral change is frequently not of the same magnitude as elsewhere.  In estimating the likely size of the swing that will apply in the more competitive constituencies (including, but not confined to, those that are more or less marginal), it may be wise to give less weight to voter intentions or early returns from the safest seats.  

In relation to the upcoming election in 2010, it is hard to study swing without being impressed by the amount of inertia in the system.  The Conservatives did little to erode Labour’s 1997 majority at the two subsequent elections.  The weakness that was already apparent in Labour’s position in England was exploited most successfully by the Liberal Democrats.  The analysis above has focused exclusively on the two major parties, but ironically the conclusion is that both are vulnerable to a third party campaign.  The major parties have had little recent success in taking votes from each other; the stage is set for disgruntled voters to register a lack of enthusiasm for both.  
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Table 1: Whether decided how to vote by marginality of constituency, 2005 (%) 

	
	Decided
	Not decided
	Will not vote

	
	
	
	

	Marginal
	46
	46
	8

	Not marginal
	46
	48
	6



Source: British Elections Study 2005; pre-election survey; N=3580, weighted 

Table 2: Whether intends to vote for same party as previously, 2005 (%)
	
	Voted in 2001 but currently undecided
	Intend to vote for same party as in 2001
	Intend to vote for different party 
	Did not vote in 2001 but have decided



	Marginal
	40
	47
	6
	7

	Not marginal 
	40
	44
	7
	9


Source: British Elections Study 2005; pre-election survey; N=2732, weighted 

Table 3: Whether voted for same party as previously, 2005 (%) 
	
	Voted in 2001 but not in 2005
	Voted for same party as in 2001


	Voted for different party 
	Voted in 2005 but not in 2001 



	Marginal
	15
	60
	16
	9

	Not marginal 
	20
	54
	18
	8


Source: British Elections Study 2005; post-election survey; N=974, weighted 

Figure 1: Conservative vote in October 1974 and 1979 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 2: Labour vote in October 1974 and 1979 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 3: Labour vote in 1992 and 1997 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 4: Labour vote in 1992 and 1997 by outcome (English constituencies)  
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Figure 5: Conservative vote in 1992 and 1997 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 6: Conservative vote in 1992 and 1997 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 7: Labour vote in 1997 and 2001 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 8: Labour vote in 1997 and 2001  (English constituencies)  
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Figure 9: Conservative vote in 1997 and 2001 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 10: Conservative vote in 1997 and 2001  (English constituencies)  
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Figure 11: Labour vote in 2001 and 2005 (English constituencies)  
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Figure 12: Conservative vote in 2001 and 2005 (English constituencies)  
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