
Geographical & Environmental Modelling, Vol. I, No. 2, 1997, 153-177 

Spatial Variations in Voter Choice: 
Modelling Tactical Voting at the 1997 
General Election in Great Britain 

R. J. JOHNSTON, C. J. PATTIE, I. MACALLISTER, 
D. J. ROSSITER, D. F. L. DORLING & H. TUNSTALL 

(Received 9 June 1997; in revised form 14 October 1997) 

ABSTRACT Tactical voting, whereby electors vote for their second-choice rather than 
theirjrst-choice party, in order to unseat an unpopular incumbent, has been pressed at 
recent British general elections; the supporters of the opposition Labour and Liberal 
Democrat parties strove to remove the Conservative government. It appeared to succeed 
at the 1997 general election. To establish whether this was the case, we modelled: 
( a )  the pattern of voting at the previous general election-necessary because of a 
redistricting since; (b)  the gross inter-party jlow-of-the-vote in every constituency; and 
(c)  the expected pattern of tactical voting, given the marginality of constituencies, the 
relative chances of success for the two opposition parties in each Conservative-held seat 
and the parties' local campaign strategies. Tests of the third model provide strong 
evidence that tactical voting did occur, and that its intensity was closely associated 
with party campaign effort. 

Introduction 

First-past the post (fptp) electoral systems which employ single-member constituen- 
cies to elect legislatures, as in the UK and the US, have a number of characteristics 
which set them apart from systems based on preferential voting andlor attempts to 
achieve proportional representation. A number of those characteristics are very 
apparent in the results of the most recent (May 1997) UK general election, especially 
when they are compared with its predecessor (April 1992). In this paper, we model 
one aspect of the voting process in such a system, to explore the importance of one 
of those characteristics as an influence on the 1997 election result. 

The seminal work identifying the peculiar characteristics of fptp systems was 
undertaken by Rae (1971); later analyses (such as Lijphart, 1994; O'Loughlin, 1980; 
Taagepera & Shugart, 1989) have confirmed and expanded on his major findings. 
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Rae's conclusions from a comparative analysis of all national general elections in 20 
countries over the period 1945-1965 were that in fptp systems (he termed them PM, 
or plurality-majority, systems) compared to others (which he termed LP-list or 
preferential): 

(1) large parties, defined by their percentage of the voters cast, tend to be over- 
represented in the legislature being elected (i.e. they get a much greater percentage 
of the seats than of the votes), with smaller parties consequently under- 
represented; 

(2) very small parties tend to win very few, if any, seats-unless their votes are 
spatially concentrated in a relatively small number of constituencies; 

(3) two parties tend to dominate the legislatures; 
(4) one party usually wins a majority of the seats, even though it may not have a 

majority of the votes cast-a so-called 'manufactured majority';' 
(5) changes in support between elections are magnified, with relatively small changes 

in a party's percentage of the votes being reflected in much larger changes in the 
percentage of seats won. 

All of these characteristics are clearly displayed in Great Britain, as illustrated by 
the results of general elections there since 1979 (see Table 1; we deal only with Great 
Britain in this paper, excluding Northern Ireland which has a separate party system). 
No party has won a majority of the votes cast, yet on each occasion, the largest 
party obtained a majority of the seats; the smaller parties got fewer seats than their 
'proportional entitlement'-notably the Liberal Democrats (the Scottish National 
Party and Plaid Cymru only contest seats in Scotland and Wales, respectively); and 

Table 1. Votes and seats at British general elections since 1979 (percentages of the 
total)" 

Party 

Conservative 
Votes 
Seats 

Labour 
Votes 
Seats 

Liberal Democratb 
Votes 
Seats 

Nationalistsc 
Votes 
Seats 

Othersd 
Votes 
Seats 

Abstentions (percentage of 
registered electorate) 

"Source pre-1997 Butler and Kavanagh (1992, p. 285). 
bLiberal in 1979: Liberal-SDP Alliance 1983-1987. 
'Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru. 
dIncludes Northern Ireland. 
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changes in the percentage of seats won magnified the changes in the percentage of 
votes obtained. 

Although Rae's general findings regarding fptp electoral systems are clearly 
exemplified by recent British experience, aspects of Table 1 are not immediately 
explicable by those statements. For example, the Conservative party obtained 
approximately the same percentage of the votes cast in each of the 1979, 1983, 1987 
and 1992 general elections, but its percentage of the seats in the House of Commons 
was very much smaller at the last of those four dates, giving it a much smaller 
Parliamentary majority than after the previous three contests. (It obtained its largest 
percentage of the votes cast in 1979, but a larger percentage of the seats in both 
1983 and 1987.) In 1997, the Labour party's percentage of the votes cast was only 
2.5 percentage points higher than that achieved by the Conservative party five years 
previously, yet it gained a much larger percentage of the seats and a Parliamentary 
majority well in excess of that won by the Conservatives with similar vote percentages 
in 1983 and 1987. Finally, the Liberal Democrat party won a slightly smaller share 
of the votes in 1997 than in 1992, but its percentage of the seats virtually doubled. 

Why do similar election results on one criterion-percentage of the votes won- 
produce very different results on another-percentage of the seats won? Our answer 
focuses on the geography of both the election system and party support in the UK. 
Interaction of the two is responsible for most of the apparent biases, operating over 
at least four scales: the individual and three spatial scales-the micro (characteristics 
of the individual constituency); the meso (characteristics of the economic and social 
geography of Great Britain which form continuous spatial surfaces across which the 
map of constituencies is overlaid); and the macro (major blocks of territory- 
regions-which have distinct cultural characteristics that impact on voting behav- 
iour). We focus here on the micro scale, evaluating an argument that a substantial 
proportion of the electorate engaged in tactical voting. 

Tactical Voting 

All these apparent 'anomalies' in the operation of the British electoral system over 
the last two decades reflect the importance of geography to the operation and 
outcome of such contests: where a party's votes are cast (i.e. in which constituencies) 
is to some extent as important as how many are cast overall. It is possible to win a 
large majority of seats in the House of Commons, a bare majority or even a minority 
with the same percentage of the votes-but distributed differently across the country's 
constituencies (now 641). In addition, they reflect another feature of such systems 
stressed by Dummett (1997) in his analysis of electoral reform: they encourage 
tactical voting.' 

Tactical voting involves electors acting 'insincerely', in Dumrnett's terminology: 
rather than voting for the party whose policies they most prefer, they vote for 
another-because that enables them to try and ensure that a third candidate does 
not win. That decision is necessarily taken at the micro scale, since it involves 
voters-and those seeking to influence their decisions-reacting to the electoral 
situation in their constituencies. Take the situation in a hypothetical English 
constituency before the 1997 general election, which had an incumbent Conservative 
MP who won 25000 votes in 1992: second place then was won by the Labour 
candidate, with 18 000 votes, and the Liberal Democrat was third, with 8 000. The 
Conservative party is unpopular, and supporters of both of the other parties want 
a change of government. The Labour candidate argues that her Liberal Democrat 
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opponent has no chance of winning the seat in 1997; if his supporters want to 
remove the Conservative incumbent-and so help to unseat the government-they 
should vote Labour, whose candidate has a real chance of winning if she gains 
overwhelming support from all those opposed to the incumbent. 

When people vote tactically in a predominantly three-party system, therefore, 
they cast a vote for their second-choice candidate rather than their first-choice 
candidate (Labour rather than Liberal Democrat in the foregoing example), in order 
to oust their third-choice candidate (the Conservative): negative goals (to remove 
the incumbent) take precedence over positive ones (to ensure the election of one's 
first-choice   and id ate).^ Such a strategy is widely discussed in Great Britain during 
each election campaign and although it is not explicitly promoted by the parties 
nationally, it is often recommended in particular constituencies, with the party 
leaders tending to condone it by suggesting that people should 'vote effi~ient1y'~i.e. 
for the local outcome which is most important to them, given the context there. 
(There is a considerable literature on tactical voting in Great Britain, and its 
measurement: see, for example, Catt, 1989; Cox, 1997; Evans, 1994; Galbraith & 
Rae, 1989; Johnston & Pattie, 1991b; Niemi et al., 1992.) 

The increased salience of tactical voting in Great Britain in recent decades reflects 
the resurgence of the country's 'third party' from 1974 on (it was called the Liberal 
party then).4 In 1979, following its defeat at the general election, the Labour party 
began a period of substantial internal conflict, which eventuated in the modernization 
of the party begun by its leader, Neil Kinnock, in the late 1980s and continued by 
his successors, John Smith and Tony Blair, in the 1990s. Its first impact, however, 
was a substantial break-away of MPS and supporters to found the Social Democrat 
Party (SDP) in 1981. This entered an electoral pact with the Liberal party--creating 
what was known as the Alliance-and for a time in 1981 and 1982 this led in the 
opinion polls. The Alliance came a close third behind Labour in 1983, but lost 
ground in 1987, after which the SDP was eventually wound up and the Alliance was 
reconstructed as the Liberal Democrat party, which only won back a proportion of 
the two parties' joint support in 1983. 

This reconstruction of the non-Conservative flank of British politics in the 1980s 
and 1990s was clearly impressed in the country's electoral geography (Johnston 
et al., 1988). The Conservatives were especially successful in 1983 and 1987 in 
southeastern England, where the recession that hit the manufacturing districts 
further north had relatively little impact, and the rapid growth of the service sector 
stimulated a booming housing market and a solid job market. Labour was already 
relatively weak in many of those areas, and it rapidly lost further support there 
because of its internal divisions. The Alliance partly replaced it as the main 
opposition to the Conservatives in many constituencies, offering a link to the 'welfare 
state' policies of the past without the strident socialist arguments often offered by 
Labour. As a consequence the country was divided into two broad electoral zones: 
a 'north', in which the contest was between Labour and the Conservatives in most 
constituencies; and a 'south', where most contests were between an incumbent 
Conservative and a challenger from the Alliance. The latter won few seats, but built 
up its electoral foundations in many areas by winning control of local governments, 
thereby producing not only a 'demonstration effect' concerning its ability to govern 
but also a foundation for campaigning at the ensuing general elections. (This 
geography is described in detail in Johnston et al. (1988).) 

The 1992 general election saw Labour recover ground but not sufficiently so to 
obtain a majority of seats in the House of Commons: its vote-winning strength 
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remained overly concentrated in the 'north' and the Liberal Democrats continued 
to occupy second place in many 'southern' constituencies. Soon after the election, 
the Conservatives' reputation for economic management suffered a very substantial 
reverse when sterling was forced out of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism. 
This was never recovered and, following the election of Tony Blair as leader of the 
Labour party in 1994, the Conservatives lagged by some 20 percentage points in the 
opinion polls for most of the following three years. That unpopularity was also 
reflected in local government elections, with the Liberal Democrats becoming the 
second largest party (after Labour) in terms of both seats held and the number of 
councils in which the party had a majority, and so they were able to demonstrate 
their capabilities when 'in power'. 

These developments provided the context for the 1997 general election. The 
Conservative party was extremely unpopular, not only for its economic mismanage- 
ment in 1992 and 1993 but also for its divisions over Europe, the weakness of its 
leader and continued 'sleaze' scandals. (Indeed, after 1993, there was a very 
substantial economic recovery, but for the first time in more than a decade the 
incumbent government reaped little electoral benefit from this: see Johnston & 
Pattie, 1998.) There was a strong feeling in the country that it was 'time for a 
change'. The opinion polls suggested that Labour would win well, and the Liberal 
Democrats were confident that their renewed strength would bring greater returns 
at the election due by 1997, after the rancorous dissolution of the Alliance, plus 
their performance at several by-elections in southern England as well as in local 
government elections. However, the electoral geography established in the 1980s had 
to be overcome. 

That electoral geography is illustrated in Figure 1, which is a triangular graph 
showing the position of the three parties after the 1992 election in those constituen- 
cies where they occupied first and second p l a ~ e s . ~  Each third of both the main 
triangle and the key triangle (divided by the heavy lines in both) shows which party 
held the seat before the 1997 election, and each half of each of these thirds (shown 
only in the key diagram) indicates which of the other two was in second place. The 
closer the constituency to one of the heavy dividing lines, the greater its marginality 
(i.e. either the probability that the incumbent party could lose it with a relatively 
small shift in voter support, or the probability that the second-placed party could 
displace it). Within the Conservative third of the triangle, there were many more 
constituencies where Labour could defeat the incumbent with such a shift than there 
were with a comparable shift to the Liberal Democrats. If, however, Liberal 
Democrats occupying third place in the bottom-left corner of the Conservative third 
of the diagram were to vote tactically for Labour, then the number of 'vulnerable 
seats' for the incumbents could have been substantially increased; there was also a 
considerable number of seats relatively close to the Conservative-Liberal Democrat 
'border' where the incumbent was vulnerable if Labour voters switched their 
allegiance to the second-placed party.6 

Figure 1 thus represents the 'map' on which one aspect of the 1997 general 
election in Great Britain was fought. It identifies the constituencies where each of 
the opposition parties had a good change of unseating the Conservative incumbent, 
plus those which also had a chance of winning if they could convince the supporters 
of the third-placed party to vote ta~tically.~ 

Despite its lead in the opinion pools, the Labour party took few chances in the 
run-up to the 1997 general election, having just failed at the previous contest in 1992 
when it appeared from the polls that victory was probable. Part of its strategy was 
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Figure 1. The electoral triangle before the 1997 general election, showing the relative 
position of the three parties in all constituencies where one of them was lying in 
first place and another in second place. The smaller triangle is divided into six 
segments, according to which party was in first and which in second place; the larger 

triangle shows the distribution of the constituencies. 
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to make effective use of its local campaigning resources in the marginal constituencies 
which it hoped to win. Many of its candidates and local campaign teams worked 
hard to mobilize votes for Labour as electors' first choices for as much as two years 
before the election took place; in addition, where it was relevant, they stressed to 
Liberal Democrat supporters (and to those prepared to 'defect' from the Conserva- 
tives) that Labour was best placed to defeat the incumbent Conservative, a situation 
that would be considerably enhanced if others voted Labour rather than 'wasting 
their votes' on the third-placed candidate-an outcome which could enable the 
Conservatives to win re-election because of the divided opposition. Similarly, the 
Liberal Democrats stressed their advantageous position in those constituencies 
where they were running second to a Conservative incumbent, again stressing that 
tactical voting rather than 'wasting a vote' on the third-placed candidate was the 
best way of ensuring that the local Conservative was defeated. 

This local campaigning for tactical votes involved the traditional procedures of 
constituency campaigning and canvassing, which in Great Britain are separate from, 
although clearly interdependent with, the parties' national campaigns.' It involves 
party workers canvassing support from voters by displaying posters and delivering 
leaflets, visiting voters at their homes to identify their likely supporters and ensuring 
that those committed to the party's cause turn out to vote on election day. Although 
there are no limits to the amount that parties can spend on their national campaigns, 
these local campaigns are subject to stringent financial limits (approximately E7000 
per constituency, with the sum varying according to the number of electors and 
whether the constituency is designated urban or rural). There are strong correlations 
between the amount spent and other indicators of constituency campaign activity 
(Denver & Hands, 1997); parties raise more where the money is most needed, and 
in general the more that they spend the better their performance (Pattie et al., 1995). 

There was strong pressure on many people who wanted to end the 18 years of 
Conservative rule in the UK to vote tactically in the 1997 general election, therefore, 
as a result of the electoral geography which emerged over the period 1979-1992. 
Did tactical voting occur, and was it as a response to the parties' local campaigns? 
Establishing its extent requires either very large-scale surveys--either of the country 
as a whole or in individual constituencies where it is likely to occur-or robust 
estimation procedures. The latter approach is employed here, using a modelling 
procedure initially developed to replicate a very different set of flows. 

Flow-of-the-vote Matrices 

People change their voting choices over time. The composition of the electorate also 
changes, as some leave (through death and emigration) and others join (by immigra- 
tion or attaining majority-age 18 in the UK). Most aggregate studies of election 
results look at the net outcomes of those movements (i.e. the voting percentages in 
Table l), but in order to evaluate the tactical voting hypothesis, we need to look at 
the gross pattern of flows. This involves assembling flow-of-the-vote matrices for 
each constituency. 

National flow-of-the-vote matrices can be compiled using the data from sample 
surveys of the electorate-although it is important to recognize that people may 
either misinform surveyors as to how they voted (intend to vote) andlor forget/ 
misrepresent how they voted at a previous election. Such matrices always contain 
errors, but can be smoothed so that they fit the constraints provided by the row and 
column totals (the number of votes cast for each party at each of the elections). 
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Table 2. The estimated 1992-1997 flow-of-the-vote matrix (percentages of row 
t ~ t a l s ) ~  

1992-1997 Con Lab LibDem Nat Other A 

Con 57.1 9.2 5.4 0.3 2.2 25.9 
Lab 1.6 80.6 2.8 0.5 1.9 12.5 
LibDem 3.2 14.8 58.7 0.6 2.9 19.8 
Nat 3.0 13.2 1.6 67.9 2.2 11.3 
Other 3.7 12.1 3.2 0.4 47.8 32.8 
A 11.5 19.1 6.2 1 . 1  4.3 57.9 

Notes: Con: Conservative; Lab: Labour; LibDem: Liberal Democrat; Nat: nationalist parties (Scottish 
National Party and Plaid Cymru); Other: other parties; A: non-voters. 

"Derived from Gallup polls. 

Table 2 contains such a matrix for Great Britain for the 1992-1997 inter-election 
p e r i ~ d . ~  

Between the 1992 and 1997 general elections, the Conservative party retained the 
loyalty of less than 60% of its supporters at the first date, compared to more 
than 80% for the victorious Labour party. Among those who defected from the 
Conservatives, almost two-thirds did not vote in 1997: of those who changed their 
allegiance to another party, Labour won many more converts than did the Liberal 
Democrats.'' Labour also gained significantly from those who voted Liberal Demo- 
crat in 1992, with that party's percentage of loyalists being very similar to the 
Conservative's; Labour was also a net beneficiary from those who did not vote 
in 1992. 

Estimating Constituency Flow-ofthe-vote Matrices 

The national matrix shows the situation in Great Britain as a whole, but our 
appreciation of the characteristics of the voting system suggests that the values in 
each cell- should have varied substantially across the country's 641 constituencies1'- 
especially so in those where tactical voting was significant. To identify the extent of 
such variation, a separate flow-of-the-vote matrix is estimated for each constituency, 
using the entropy-maximizing technique pioneered by Wilson (1970) for studies of 
traffic and other flows and subsequently adapted for electoral studies (Johnston & 
Hay, 1982; Johnston et al., 1988). We know the following: 

(l) for each constituency, the number of votes cast for each party at each election 
(including non-voters); 

(2) for the country as a whole, the number of voters in each cell of the flow-of-the- 
vote matrix. 

These provide the marginal totals for a 6 X 6 X 639 data cube (i.e. parties in 1992, 
by parties in 1997, by constituencies), which act as the constraints for the maximum- 
likelihood estimating procedure which identifies the most likely values for the 6 X 6 
matrix in each of the 639 constituencies, subject to those marginal constraints. These 
are the most likely estimates of the flows. (The full mathematics is given in Johnston 
(1985) and a full discussion of the method and its applications can be found in a 
number of papers referenced elsewhere in the present paper: see also Johnston et al. 
(1988).)12 

This procedure has been used to estimate unknown local variations in electoral 
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behaviour in a number of contexts over the last two decades, and allows study of 
detailed aspects of the geography of voting which neither published aggregated data 
nor national sample surveys of individual voters can provide (see for example, 
Johnston, 1983, 1989; Johnston & Hay, 1982; Johnston et al., 1983, 1990). In the 
current case, a slight difficulty was created because the 1997 election was fought on 
a new set of constituencies, introduced in 1995: not only were the boundaries of the 
majority of constituencies redrawn but there was also an increase of eight seats 
overall. This meant that we had no information on the voting in the new constituen- 
cies in 1992 and, because voting data are not disaggregated below constituency level 
in the UK, this could not be obtained by recollating the existing data. We therefore 
developed an estimating procedure for the 1992 outcome, as if that election had 
been fought in the new constituencies. This involved developing a predictive model 
of the votes won by each party in 1992, using census data in an ecological regression: 
this successfully predicted 92% of the variation in the Conservative vote, 94% in the 
Labour vote and 77% in the Liberal Democrat vote (Rossiter et al., 1997). Using 
the parameters derived from that equation, we then estimated the vote in the new 
constituencies, employing census data for their component wards as the independent 
variables. These provided our estimates of the 1992 results (as summarized in 
Table 3). ' 

The variation in the relative size of the flows across the 639 constituencies is 
shown in Table 4. (This excludes flows to and from the two national parties, which 
are highly skewed across Great Britain as a whole, and also those to and from the 

Table 3. The distribution of votes and seats in Great Britain 
(i.e. excluding Northern Ireland) in 1992 and 1997" 

Votesb Seatsc 

Party 1992 1997 1992 1997 

Conservative 
O/o 

Labour 
Yo 

Liberal Democrat 
Yo 

Other 
%B 

Abstention 
"h 

"The 1992 seat allocations were estimated using the methodology described in 
Rossiter et al. (1997). 

bVotes are given in millions. The percentage for the parties is percentage of 
the votes cast: for abstentions it is percentage of the registered electorate. 

'The seats in 1992 are those which the party would have won if the 1992 
election had been fought in the 1997 constituencies, not those held by the party 
after the 1992 general election. 

*Scottish National Party in Scotland (72 constituencies); Plaid Cymru in Wales 
(40 constituencies). 
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Table 4. Summary statistics for the flow-of-the-vote matrices, 
1992-1997, in 639 constituenciesa 

Flow Min. Max. Mean S D  

"CC: voted Conservative in 1992 and 1997; CL: voted Conservative in 1992 
and Labour in 1997; CD: voted Conservative in 1992 and Liberal Democrat 
in 1997; CA: voted Conservative in 1992 and abstained in 1997; etc. 

'other' category, which were also highly skewed, with many constituencies having 
no candidates other than those from the three main parties in either or both of the 
elections.) The range of values on all the variables is considerable, and the size of 
each mean relative to its standard deviation suggests that the large ranges do not 
reflect the influence of a small number of outliers. Shifts in voter choice between the 
two elections were spatially very variable. 

Testing for the Presence of Tactical Voting 

We are interested here in spatial order within that variation in flows across 
constituencies, in particular in the differences linked to hypothesized patterns of 
tactical voting. The primary goal of most tactical voting is to remove the incumbent 
government's candidate in the constituencies which it holds,14 by promoting the 
chances of the second-placed candidate. In 1997, therefore, most tactical voting 
would have been an anti-Conservative vote, so our analyses concentrate on the seats 
held by the Conservatives after the 1992 general election.15 Among them, tactical 
voting should have focused on the candidate best positioned to defeat the incumbent, 
so Labour should have benefited where its candidate occupied second place in 1992, 
and the Liberal Democrats where its candidate was second then. Furthermore, the 
better the chances of the second-placed candidate, the more tactical voting there 
should have been: the closer the margin between first- and second-placed candidates 
in 1992, the greater the likelihood that the incumbent could be defeated, and so the 
greater the volume of tactical voting favouring the second-placed candidate. 

Table 5 gives the summary statistics for Conservative-held seats only (i.e. those 
which we estimated that the Conservative party would have won in 1992), separated 
into those where the Labour party was estimated to be in second place (189 
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Table 5. Summary statistics for the flow-of-the-vote matrices, 1992-1997, in 
Conservative-held constituencies, according to which party was in second placea 

Labour second Liberal Democrat second 

Flow Min. Max. Mean SD Min. Max. Mean SD 

AC 10.1 18.1 14.0 1.5 8.9 19.2 15.4 1.6 
AL 12.0 29.5 22.4 2.3 6.4 24.2 16.8 3.7 
AD 2.9 10.3 5.6 1 . 1  4.1 18.8 9.5 2.5 
AA 44.9 69.3 53.6 3.5 43.9 61.6 52.6 2.6 

"For key to the flow categories, see Table 4. 

constituencies) and those where the Liberal Democrats occupied that position (158 
constituencies). Comparison of the two sets of statistics indicates several salient 
features which are consistent with the tactical voting hypothesis: 

On average, flows from Conservative to Labour (CL) were substantially larger in 
seats where Labour was second than in those where the Liberal Democrats held 
second place. 
Similarly, flows from Conservative to Liberal Democrat (CD) were larger where 
the latter party occupied second place than in those where the Labour party was 
second. 
The mean percentage of Labour loyalists (LL) was larger in the seats where 
Labour occupied second place than in those where that position was taken by the 
Liberal Democrat. 
Flows from Labour to both Liberal Democrat (LD) and abstentions (LA) were 
both larger on average in the seats where Liberal Democrats came second than in 
those where Labour occupied that position. 
Significantly more Liberal Democrats remained loyal to that party between 1992 
and 1997 (DD) where the party occupied second place than where Labour was 
the main challenger to the Conservative incumbent. 
The mean flows from Liberal Democrat to both Labour (DL) and abstention 
(DA) were much larger in the seats where Labour was in second place. 
Flows from abstention to Labour (AL) were greater in the seats where Labour 
was second, whereas those to Liberal Democrat (AD) were greater where that 
party occupied the main challenging role. 

All these findings are as expected. To evaluate the general expectations more 
formally, we have tested three models. 
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Model l :  Tactical Voting and Marginality 

In the first of these models, we assume that the pattern of tactical voting is influenced 
by one aspect of the local constituency context only-the narrowness of the 
Conservative party's lead over the second-placed candidate. Thus: 

flow =Amargin) (1) 

with margin defined as the difference between the percentage of the votes won by 
the Conservative party in 1992 and the percentage won by the second-placed party: 
the wider the margin, the less winnable the seat. This assumes that electors respond 
to the objective situation in their constituency, so that inter-party flows are consistent 
with the general model of tactical voting. Such flows should have been greatest 
where the second-placed party had a good chance of being successful-in the most 
marginal constituencies. In the seats where Labour occupied second place, for 
example, the Conservative lead varied from 0.12% of the votes cast in 1992 to 
43.83%, with a mean of 17.4%; in those where the Liberal Democrats were second, 
the range was 0.29 to 45.85% and the mean 25.07%. In terms of the flow matrices, 
therefore, Labour should have had more loyalists, more voters shifting to it from 
other parties (including abstentions and first-time voters, who are combined in the 
A category) and fewer shifting away from it, the closer the margin between it and 
the Conservative victor in 1992; similarly, where the Liberal Democrat was second 
then, it should have more loyalists, more 'defectors' to its cause and fewer 'defectors' 
from it, the closer the 1992 margin. More formally, we expect that: 

(1) In constituencies where Labour was in second place in 1992, the wider the 
margin between the Labour and Conservative vote in 1992: 

the smaller the value of LL; 
the smaller the values of CL, CA, DL and AL; 
the 'larger the values of CD, LD, DD, AA and AD. 

(2) In constituencies where the Liberal Democrat candidate was in second place in 
1992, the wider the margin between the Liberal Democrat and Conservative vote 
in 1992: 

the smaller the value of DD; 
the smaller the values of CD, CA, LD and AD; 
the larger the values of CL, DL, LL, AA and AL. 

These hypotheses are tested using linear regression, with margin measured as the 
difference in percentage points between the share of the votes cast in 1992 won by 
the first- and second-placed parties.16 

Model 2: Tactical Voting, Marginality and the Contest Between Challengers 

The first model focuses on a single, salient feature of a constituency electoral context 
as an influence on the volume and direction of tactical voting-the incumbent's 
vulnerability. In addition, the relative position of the two challenger parties may be 
influential: the wider the gap between the second- and third-placed parties the clearer 
it will be to the electorate which party is best placed to benefit from tactical voting. 
For example, in a Conservative-held constituency where the Liberal Democrats were 
in second place, the smaller the ratio of Labour's 1992 vote to that of the Liberal 
Democrats, the better the second-placed candidate's position relative to the other 
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opposition candidate. Where the ratio is small, therefore, it should be clear to a 
tactically inclined Labour supporter that a vote for hislher preferred party is likely 
to be 'wasted': where it is large, however, the Labour supporter may feel that his/ 
her party has a chance of winning and so be less prepared to accept the Liberal 
Democrats' invitation to vote tactically. (This latter resistance to appeals to vote 
tactically was likely to be more effective among supporters of well-placed Labour 
candidates lying third, because of the party's standing in the polls.) 

To incorporate this aspect of the local context into our model, we have defined a 
variable lablib which is the ration of the Labour percentage of the 1992 vote in a 
constituency to the Liberal Democrat vote then. In seats where Labour occupied 
second place, this ratio varied from 1.01 to 6.22 with a mean of 2.48 and a standard 
deviation (SD) of 1.17; in those with the Liberal Democrats lying second, the range 
was from 0.1 l to 0.99 and the mean was 0.55 (SD = 0.24).17 We expect that: 

(1) In seats where Labour was second, the larger the value of lablib: 
the larger the values of LL, CL, DL and AL; 
the smaller the values of CD, LD, DD, AA, CA and AD. 

(2) In seats where Liberal Democrat was second, the larger the value of lablib: 
the smaller the values of DD, CD, LD and AD; 
the larger the values of CL, DL, LL, AA, CA and AL. 

Tactical voting may come about through individual electors' own appreciation of 
the situation in their constituency, but is most likely to occur as a result of the 
parties' mobilization efforts, especially so in 1997 when the situation in many 
constituencies was uncertain because of the constituency changes. Mobilization of 
voters needs resources, both human and financial, and British political parties are 
not especially wealthy; this is particularly the case with the Liberal Democrats.18 
Thus, although the Labour party could afford to target national resources on all 90 
of the constituencies where it thought it could defeat the incumbent candidate (a 
Conservative in the vast majority of cases), and could deploy central resources for 
that (including, for example, visits by the party leader and his deputy), the Liberal 
Democrats were only able to target national resources (which covered visits by their 
leader, among other activities) on 34 seats: these are identified in the regression 
equations using a dummy variable (target; if target = 1, the Liberal Democrat party 
targeted national resources on that constituency).19 We expect that in those seats 
where the Liberal Democrats occupied second place: 

If target = 1, values of DD, CD, LD and AD will be larger than if target = 0. 
If target = 1, values of DL, DA, LL, CL, CA, AA and AL will be smaller than if 
target = 0. 

In this second model, therefore, we hypothesize that: 

flow =Amargin, lablib, target) (2) 

Model 3: Tactical Voting, Local Context and Local Activity 

The two models presented so far imply that the decision to vote tactically is very 
largely determined by the individual voter, given hislher interpretation of the 
constituency electoral context-in particular, the values of margin and lablib. Most 
voters will not be aware of these details, however (especially so in most constituencies 
given the redistribution since the previous general election), and so they need to be 
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Table 6. The pattern of local campaign spending: summary statistics 

Min. Max. Mean S D  N 

Sears where Labour was in second place 
Conservative 47.74 99.81 88.83 10.06 140 
Labour 7.93 99.90 84.70 16.65 140 
Liberal Democrat 4.27 98.91 28.68 22.18 140 

Seats where Liberal Democrat was in second place 
Conservative 44.09 100.15 90.21 9.72 116 
Labour 16.75 99.68 55.73 21.85 116 
Liberal Democrat 12.91 99.51 69.88 25.03 116 

informed and mobilized by the parties. This is undertaken through the local cam- 
paigning process, when the party activists canvass electoral support. Thus, in 
Conservative-held seats where the Liberal Democrats occupied a strong second place, 
for example, it was common for the latter to include 'data' in the campaigning 
leaflets showing the situation and arguing that 'only the Liberal Democrats can 
defeat the Conservatives in this constituency'. The production of such leaflets is a 
charge to the local party, and the more that it needs to press its case in that way 
(along with posters and other mobilising devices), the more money that must be 
raised locally; the national parties may provide speakers to visit the constituencies, 
but they do not provide money to fund the local campaign. Thus, the more 
campaigning to be done locally, the more it costs, which suggests that parties should 
raise and spend more where they have the greatest chances of success-and then that 
their greater effort at mobilizing tactical voting should be rewarded by the electorate. 

The amount which a candidate can spend on hislher campaign is limited by law, 
with the maximum a function of the number of electors in a constituency and 
whether it is categorized as urban or rural. We have been able to obtain the data on 
how much was spent by all three parties in 256 of the Conservative-held constituen- 
~ies,~O and with these have calculated three variables-consp, labsp and lisp-which 
express each party's spending in a constituency as a percentage of the legal maximum 
there. The' summary statistics for each are shown in Table 6. In both types of seat, 
the average expenditure by the Conservative defender was close to the maximum, 
with relatively small variations around the mean, and the minimum spending close 
to half of that allowed.21 Both Labour and Liberal Democrat candidates spent on 
average much more in those constituencies where they were second than in those 
where they were third. 

The pattern of spending is to some extent a function of the local context, therefore, 
as shown in greater detail by the regressions reported in Table 7. There was no 
significant variation in spending by the Conservative incumbents according to their 
constituencies' marginality, the relative standing of the second- and third-placed 
candidates, or (in the seats with the Liberal Democrats in second place) in those 
targeted by the party nationally for special attention. Labour spent more, the more 
marginal the constituency and the greater the ratio between its vote and that of the 
Liberal Democrats: the better its chances of defeating the incumbent (either from 
second place or from a close third), the more it raised and spent on that campaign. 
The Liberal Democrats also spent more, the more marginal the seat. In those where 
they were in second place, there was some collinearity, however, and once margin is 
removed from the equation, it is clear that they spent more in seats targeted by the 
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Table 7. The correlates of local campaign spendinga 

a b (margin) t b (lablib) t b (target) t R2 

Seats where Labour was in second place 
Con 90.54 -0.054 0.49 -0.329 0.30 0.01 
Lab 112.19 - 1.049 6.91 -4.086 2.66 0.30 
LD 67.35 -0.577 2.63 - 11.658 5.25 0.17 

Seats where Liberal Democrat was in second place 
Con 92.11 0.028 0.22 -5.207 1.24 1.896 0.58 0.01 
Lab 43.94 - 0.798 2.98 50.088 6.38 7.242 1.18 0.31 
LD 112.16 - 1.546 6.34 -6.119 0.75 -0.138 0.02 0.43 
L D ~  78.58 - 23.879 2.68 27.179 4.99 0.23 

- 

"Coefficients in bold are significant at the 0.10 level. 
bOmitting the marginality variable. 

party nationally and in those where their lead over the third-placed Labour party 
was greatest. The fits are in general relatively weak, however, as indicated by the 
low R2 values. For this final model, which focuses on a selection of the constituencies 
only, we hypothesize that the more a party spent, the better its electoral outcome 
and the poorer its opponents' performance. Thus: 

j low =Amargin, lablib, target, spending) (3) 

Testing the Models: Model 1 

The regression results shown in Table 8, where the dependent variables are organized 
according to the direction of the hypothesized relationships with marginality. 

Seats Where Labour Was in Second Place 

In all but one of the regressions for Conservative-held seats where Labour occupied 
second place, the relationship with margin was significant at the 0.10 level or better 
(a t-value of 1.67): the exception was for AA. Furthermore, all had the expected 
sign. The wider the margin between Conservative and Labour, for example, the 
smaller the flow from the incumbent party to either its main challenger (CL) or to 
abstentions (CA), and the larger the flow to the Liberal Democrats (CD): where the 
Labour threat was strongest, those deserting the incumbent party were more likely 
either to switch to Labour or to abstain, rather than transfer their support to the 
third-placed challenger (the Liberal Democrat). Loyalty to the Labour party (LL) 
was weaker the wider the margin (it experienced more defections, the smaller its 
chances of winning), whereas the volume of movement from Labour to the third- 
placed candidate (LD) was larger in the less marginal seats. The flow to Labour 
from the Liberal Democrat party (DL) was smaller the wider the gap between 
Labour and the incumbent Conservative (i.e. Liberal Democrats were more likely to 
transfer their support to Labour, the greater Labour's chances of winning in a 
constituency), whereas the larger the gap the greater the number of Liberal Democrat 
supporters in 1992 who remained loyal to that party five years later (DD). Finally, 
flows from abstentions to Labour (AL) were smaller, the greater the margin, whereas 
those to the Liberal Democrats were larger in the safer Conservative seats. 
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Table 8. Parameters of the regression equations for the first modela 

a b (margin) ( 4  t R2 

Seats where Labour was in second place 
LL 84.28 - 0.062 0.01 3 4.85 0.11 
CL 11.06 - 0.041 0.006 6.45 0.18 
CA 25.16 - 0.039 0.017 2.26 0.03 
DL 22.18 - 0.087 0.016 5.36 0.13 
AL 23.48 - 0.060 0.013 4.41 0.09 

Seats where Liberal Democrat was in second place 
DD 71.02 - 0.258 0.05 1 
CD 8.75 - 0.073 0.012 
CA 23.83 - 0.052 0.016 
LD 7.84 - 0.091 0.018 
AD 11.85 - 0.092 0.018 

"Coefficients significant at the 0.10 level or better are in bold. se = standard error. 

The exception-the lack of a significant relationship between AA and mar- 
ginality-negates the hypothesis that fewer non-voters in 1992 would abstain again 
in 1997 in those constituencies where tactical voting could have led to defeat for the 
Conservative incumbent. This probably reflects the combination of both 1992 
abstainers and 1997 first-time voters in that category, and the varying ratio in the 
proportion of the two across the 189 constituencies. 

Whereas Labour was a strong challenger to the Conservative incumbent, therefore, 
it benefited most from shifts in voter loyalty that were consistent with tactical voting. 
The wider the gap between first- and second-placed parties, the smaller the number 
of former Liberal Democrats who transferred their allegiance to Labour, the smaller 
the flow of former abstainers into voting for the main challenger and the smaller 
the number of former Conservatives who defected to their main opponent. 

Seats Where Liberal Democrat Was in Second Place 

Very similar results are recorded for the seats in which the Liberal Democrats 
occupied second place. All 10 coefficients for margin are significant at the 0.10 level, 
with nine in the expected direction. The exception again is with AA-the number 
of consistent non-voters: the more marginal the seat, the more 1992 abstainers who 
abstained again. 

The incumbent Conservative's lead over the second-placed candidate was linked 
to the expected volume of tactical voting as hypothesized, therefore, but the R2 
values were small, hence the expansion introduced by model 2. 
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Testing the Models: Model 2 

The analyses reported so far assume that second-placed candidates all benefit to the 
same extent from tactical voting (holding margin constant), whatever the situation 
of the third-placed challenger; a second-placed candidate with a wide lead over the 
third-placed candidate may be better able to attract support from tactical voters 
than when the gap between second- and third-placed candidates is relatively small, 
however, because the latter's supporters may feel that their candidate has a chance 
of overhauling both of those ahead of it. Given the overall shift of votes towards 
Labour in 1997 (Table 2), this may well have occurred where Labour was a close 
third to the Liberal Democrat; a Labour candidate occupying a close third place 
behind the Liberal Democrat may have been able to overtake hislher competitor for 
the seat on the basis of Labour's greatly increased popularity nationally. To test 
whether that was the case, the second model introduces a further independent 
variable-lablib. It also includes a dummy variable identifying the 33 Liberal 
Democrat target seats, which were the focus of particular attention from the party 
nationally." The results of these regressions are shown in Table 9. 

Seats Where Labour Was in Second Place 

Six of the coefficients for the lablib ratio are significant at the 0.10 level or better, 
indicating that the volume of flows was substantially influenced by the relative 
positions of the two opposition parties. They indicate that: 

(1) Labour benefited most from tactical 'defections' from the incumbent party (CL) 

Table 9. Parameters of the regression equations for the second modela 

a b (margin) t b (lablib) r b (target) I R2 

Seats where Labour 
LL 85.82 
CL 11.80 
CA 21.79 
DL 23.01 
AL 25.81 

was in second place 
-0.093 4.88 
-0.056 5.87 

0.029 1.14 
-0.103 4.25 
- 0.107 5.35 

Seats where Liberal Democrat was in second pluce 
DD 69.63 -0.010 0.16 - 10.967 
CD 7.58 -0.010 0.64 1.488 
CA 22.63 -0.059 2.78 2.371 
LD 6.62 0.025 1.21 -4.119 
AD 10.68 0.004 0.18 -3.221 

"Coefficients significant at the 0.10 level or better are in bold. 
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where the Liberal Democrat candidate was a relatively close third; more former 
Conservatives and abstainers changed their allegiance to the second-placed 
candidate to try and ensure hislher victory not only in the more marginal seats 
but also in those where the Liberal Democrat had a strong chance of overhauling 
the Labour challenger-former Conservatives were most likely to boost the 
Labour vote where it most needed it. 

(2) The flow from the Conservative party to abstentions (CA) was greater the more 
'secure' the Labour party's second place to a challenge from 'behind' (i.e. the 
larger the lablib ratio). 

(3) The flow from non-voting to Labour (AL) was smaller the larger that ratio-i.e. 
where the third-place challenge was weakest. 

(4) People who did not vote in 1992 were more likely to do so again in 1997 (AA) 
the larger the lablib ratio, and so the more secure Labour's position relative to 
the third-placed Liberal Democrats. 

(5) The larger the lablib ratio the smaller the proportion of Labour loyalists 
(LL)-Labour retained more support among its 1992 voters the greater the 
third-placed challenge from the Liberal Democrats. 

All these findings are entirely consistent with the expectations: Labour performed 
best in attracting tactical voters (or in preventing 'leakage' among its former 
supporters) not only where it had the best chances of winning (i.e. low margins 
between it and the Conservative incumbent), but also where there was the strongest 
challenge from the third-placed party. 

Seats Where Liberal Democrat Was in Second Place 

The lablib ratio was significant in all but one of these regressions, and whether a 
seat was on the national target list or not was significant in eight of the 10 
regressions; their addition generated substantial increases in the R2 values over those 
including a seat's marginality only (compare Table 9 with Table 8). Margin was 
significant in only three cases, however, suggesting that tactical voting where the 
Liberal Democrats were second to incumbent Conservatives was largely related to 
contextual variables other than the closeness of that second place. 

The three flows to Labour (CL, DL and AL) plus Labour loyalty (LL) were all 
greater the larger the lablib ratio (i.e. the smaller the Liberal Democrats' lead over 
the third-placed Labour candidates): where Labour came a close third to the Liberal 
Democrats, it benefited much more from tactical voting in those seats than it did 
where it was a distant third. As a consequence, Labour won six of those seats from 
the Conservatives (with the Liberal Democrats in second place in two of them, both 
having overtaken the Conservative incumbent); Labour moved up from third to 
second in a further 46; the Liberal Democrats won 30 of the seats from the 
Conservatives and retained second place to the Tories in a further 73. 

The Liberal Democrats' main benefit from tactical voting came not only where 
they were second and had targeted the seat, therefore, but also where Labour was 
in a relatively weak third place: it was the Liberal Democrats' position relative to 
Labour in those seats, rather than the marginality of the constituency, that had the 
strongest influence on the flows. This is shown by the negative coefficients for lablib 
with regard to Liberal Democrat loyalty (DD) and flows to the party (CD, LD and 
AD): the stronger their position relative to Labour (i.e. the smaller the lablib ratio), 
the better the Liberal Democrats' ability to retain their supporters' loyalty and to 
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win over converts from both the other parties and from non-voting. At an election 
in which the main shift in voter opinion was towards the overwhelming victor, the 
third party nationally benefited most from tactical voting in constituencies where 
Labour was so far behind that it was unlikely to overhaul both better-placed parties. 

Where the Liberal Democrat party nationally targeted a seat for special attention, 
this brought electoral benefits, as shown by the four positive coefficients for targets 
in the first block of Table 9 and the four significant negative ones in the second 
block. In the targeted seats, Liberal Democrat loyalty was 6.4 percentage points 
higher than it was in the non-targeted seats, for example (where it was 69.6 points, 
ceteris paribus), whereas Labour loyalty was 7.2 points lower there than the average 
of 72. 

Testing the Models: Model 3 

This third model introduces the role of local parties as mobilizing forces in 
constituency campaigns, indexing the intensity of that activity by a measure of the 
amount spent on the local campaign. Introduction of the three spending variables 
(consp, labsp and Idsp) substantially improves the goodness-of-fit of most of the 
equations (compare Table 10 with Table 9), clearly suggesting that most tactical 
voting was in response to parties soliciting the strategic decision rather than to an 
independent, individual evaluation of the local situation. 

Previous studies of the impact of campaign spending have shown that the 
amount spent by incumbents (which is usually close to the maximum, with little 
interconstituency variation) has little or no impact on the outcome; the important 
influence is the amount spent by the challengers, which is much more variable and 
more likely to be related to the constituency electoral situation (see tables 6 and 7). 
This was the case again in 1997 in the constituencies analyzed here: Conservative 
spending was not significantly related to any of the flows in the seats where Labour 
occupied second place, and to only two (CA and CL) in those where the Liberal 
Democrats were second. With the exception of defections from Conservative to 
other than the second-placed party in the latter group-the more that the Conserva- 
tives spent the smaller the number of defections-incumbent spending was appar- 
ently unable to stem the outward flow. 

Challenger spending was much more likely to have an impact, however, with 14 
of the 20 coefficients for labsp statistically significant, as were 15 of those for Idsp. 
In the seats where Labour was in second place, the more that party spent, the better 
its performance, with more Labour loyalists (LL), more voters converted from their 
previous support for either another party (CL and DL) or from abstentions (AL), 
fewer Liberal Democrat loyalists (DD) and fewer shifting to the third-placed party 
from either Labour (LD) or abstentions (AL). In the same constituencies, the more 
that the third-placed Liberal Democrats spent, the smaller the leakage from that 
party to Labour (DL), the larger the proportion of 1992 Liberal Democrat voters 
who remained loyal (DD) and the greater the inflow from both Conservative and 
abstentions (CD and AD). 

Table 10 also shows that when the spending variables are introduced, most of the 
regression coefficients for margin and lablib became insignificant in the seats where 
Labour was second. In part, this may reflect the collinearity suggested by Table 7, 
but it is not repeated in the seats where the Liberal Democrats were in second place. 
The general conclusion, therefore, is that in those seats where Labour was the main 
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Table 10. Parameters of the regression equations for the third model (t-values in 
~arentheses)~ 

a b (margin) b (lablib) b (target) b (consp) b (labsp) b (Idsp) R" 

Seats where Labour was in second place 
LL 84.58 - 0.056 - 0.319 

(2.16) (1.30) 
C L  9.63 -0.018 -0.006 

(1.47) (0.05) 
C A  18.59 0.062 1.203 

(1.76) (3.54) 
DL 18.65 - 0.034 -0.169 

(1.06) (0.55) 
AL 23.29 - 0.053 0.416 

(1.95) (1.60) 

Sears where Liberal Democrat was in second place 
D D  51.39 0.167 - 4.798 5.225 

(2.00) (1.74) (2.85) 
CD 4.18 0.033 - 0.215 1.693 

(1.79) (0.35) (4.14) 
CA 24.03 - 0.027 2.822 1.010 

(0.99) (3.13) (1.68) 
LD 2.62 0.031 -2.110 2.047 

(1.23) (2.56) (3.73) 
A D  5.23 0.047 - 1.342 1.66 

(1.65) (1.43) (3.14) 

C L  9.60 - 0.026 2.873 - 0.956 -0.031 
(1.39) (4.68) (2.34) (2.67) 

DL 18.47 - 0.089 4.174 -3.197 -0.021 
(2.18) (3.10) (3.57) (0.83) 

LL 79.61 -0.055 7.432 -4.982 0.041 
(0.95) (3.94) (3.97) (1.16) 

AA 52.38 - 0.036 1.168 0.867 0.006 
(1.12) (0.99) (1.10) (0.28) 

AL 20.33 - 0.048 4.873 - 2.701 - 0.036 
(1.33) (4.15) (3.46) (1.61) 

"Coefficients significant at the 0.10 level or better are in bold. 

challenger, the volume and direction of tactical voting was largely influenced by the 
intensity of the Labour and Liberal Democrat campaigns. 

To a considerable extent, this conclusion also held in the seats where the Liberal 
Democrats were second: there were three significant coefficients for margin (although 
not the same three as in Table 9) and seven for lablib (compared to nine in model 
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2); all nine significant coefficients for target in model 2 were repeated in model 3. In 
terms of tactical voting, where they were second, therefore, the Liberal Democrats 
performed best where the constituency was targeted by the party nationally and 
where they were favourably placed relative to the third-placed Labour challengers. 
But they also performed better where the local party spent more on an intensive 
campaign. The greater the proportion of the allowed maximum that the Liberal 
Democrats spent, the more of their 1992 supporters remained loyal in 1997 (DD), 
the more converts they won from both other parties (CD and LD) and the more of 
the 1992 abstainers who voted for them five years later (AD). Countering this, the 
more that the Labour party spent on the local campaign, the smaller the number of 
Liberal Democrat loyalists and the smaller the flow from Labour to the second- 
placed party, although in both cases the coefficient was larger for ldsp than for labsp, 
indicating that each pound spent by the Liberal Democrats was more effective than 
each pound spent by Labour. 

Liberal Democrat spending also stemmed the outflow: the more that it spent, the 
smaller the percentage of its 1992 supporters who voted for another party in 1997 
(DC and DL), the smaller the number of Labour loyalists (LL) and the smaller the 
flow from abstentions to Labour (AL). Labour spending countered this in each case, 
although, with the exception of the flow from Conservative to Labour (CL), Liberal 
Democrat spending was more efficacious, as indicated by the larger regression 
coefficients. 

In sum, these tests of model 3 suggest-for a (large) selection of constituencies 
only, although there is no reason to believe that they were unrepresentative-that it 
was the intensity of the local campaigns which had most impact on the volume of 
tactical voting in Great Britain in 1997. Voters responded to the arguments presented 
to them by the challenging parties for and against tactical voting, rather than to 
their own prior knowledge (if any) of the 'objective' situation in their home 
constituencies. The electoral map which had evolved over the previous 18 years 
provided the template within which the local parties focused their campaigning 
activities and, through the outcome of those contests, generated the map within 
which the next election will be fought. 

Conclusions 

In fptp electoral systems where there are three or more strong political parties each 
having the potential to win seats, voters have the opportunity to vote either 
positively-for the party whose policies they favour-or negatively-to remove the 
incumbent party; if their feelings against the incumbent are particularly strong, they 
may choose the negative strategy, especially if the competitor parties have similar 
positions on a number of the main policy issues. This was very much the case in 
Great Britain in 1997, following the 'modernization' of the Labour party under its 
new leader from 1994 on: it abandoned many of the positions associated with its 
'socialist' past and adopted a more 'centrist, social democratic' stance. The Labour 
and Liberal Democrat parties offered separate manifestos to the electorate in every 
constituency except two," and both were determined to unseat the increasingly 
unpopular Conservative government which had been in power since 1979. Their 
joint cause could be advanced by tactical voting, whereby-although not officially 
condoned by the party leaderships-their supporters were 'encouraged' to transfer 
their allegiance in the more marginal constituencies to the opposition candidate who 
had the greatest chance of defeating the Conservative. In other words, tactical voting 
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was desirable, but especially so in those constituencies where it was most likely to 
be efficacious: local circumstances mattered. 

Establishing whether tactical voting was employed on a significant scale in the 
relevant constituencies is not possible from the summary statistics of the number of 
votes cast: information is needed on the inter-party flow-of-the-vote between elec- 
tions, to see if people shifted their allegiances in the anticipated directions. If tactical 
voting did occur, then Liberal Democrat supporters in constituencies where their 
candidate was less likely than the Labour opponent to defeat the Conservative 
should have shifted their allegiance to Labour, and vice versa: the more who did so, 
the stronger the desire to remove the incumbents. A modelling strategy developed 
for the study of traffic flows has been adapted to this purpose, allowing us to derive 
flow-of-the-vote matrices for each constituency in Great Britain and so test the 
tactical voting hypotheses directly. (Because of redistricting between the 1992 and 
1997 general elections, we had to develop another modelling strategy to estimate the 
outcome in 1992 if the same set of constituencies had been used for both elections.) 

The results of the regression analyses using the outputs from our models fully 
validate the hypotheses: we have been able unequivocally to demonstrate patterns 
to the flow-of-the-vote across the country which are entirely consistent with the 
concept of tactical voting. The more marginal the constituency, the greater the 
volume of movement of party allegiances consistent with tactical voting aimed at 
unseating the incumbent government's candidate-a pattern of shifts enhanced by 
the national targeting of its campaign resources by the smaller of the two opposition 
parties. Furthermore, we have shown that for the country's third party overall (the 
Liberal Democrat party), tactical voting was especially beneficial where it not only 
occupied second place but also had a substantial lead over the third-placed Labour 
party. Labour was by far the major gainer from the election and performed well 
virtually everywhere, with some slight benefits from tactical voting; the Liberal 
Democrats gained most where they targeted their resource in seats where they 
occupied second place and the threat of being overtaken by Labour was weak. 

More significantly, however, by incorporating data which we have been able to 
obtain on the election expenses of candidates in a majority of seats, we have shown 
that the intensity of party campaigns in the individual constituencies was the key 
influence on the volume of tactical voting. The more that one of the two challenging 
parties spent, the better its relative performance and the poorer its opponent's, a 
pattern that the incumbent Conservative party was unable to counter, even though 
it spent close to the maximum in most constituencies. 

Tactical voting not only occurred in Great Britain in 1997, it occurred most where 
the parties did most to induce it. 
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Notes 

1. The nature of this 'manufactured majority' is frequently represented in Great Britain by an empirical 
finding known as the 'cube law' (see Johnston, 1979; Taylor & Johnston, 1979). According to this, 
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the ratio of seats won by the two largest parties (SLISZ) should be equal to the cube of the ratio of 
votes won (i.e. V I I V ~ ) ~ .  In recent years, this has not provided a good fit; however, in 1997 the 
expected ratio was 2.80 and the actual value 2.53. 

2. American writers prefer the term 'strategic voting' for the same phenomenon: a formal model is 
given in Cox (1997, pp. 73-75). 

3. This is consistent with a widespread 'conventional wisdom' in British psephology that governments 
lose elections rather than oppositions win them. 

4. There was a contemporaneous growth of support for 'fourth parties' in Scotland and Wales (the 
Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru, respectively). Northern Ireland has a separate party 
system. 

5. There was a redistribution of constituencies after the 1992 election, and the data used in Figure 1 
are estimates of each party's voting strengths derived by ecological regression (Rossiter et al., 1997). 
Of the 641 constituencies in Great Britain, 200 were unchanged by the redistribution. 

6. There were also marginal Labour-held col~stituencies that were more vulnerable to a Conservative 
victory if Liberal Democrat supporters switched their vote to the Tories, but these have not been 
studied here, given that the context of the election was the extent of the Labour victory given its lead 
in the polls. 

7. That 'map' in 'electoral space' can also be shown in 'real space', but as our argument is that at the 
micro scale the 'real' location is irrelevant--every constituency has a separate contest with regard to 
tactical voting-we have not displayed or analyzed that second map here. 

8. Constituency parties in Great Britain, especially Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties, are 
autonomous organizations with considerable independence from the national party orgaiization (see 
Johnston & Pattie, 1993). 

9. This matrix was derived using data provided to us by Gallup from their monthly surveys of the 
electorate in the year prior to the general election, and is based on responses from some 14000 
electors. It was checked against data provided by NOP from an exit poll of some 2400 voters 
conducted for the BBC on election day. The exit poll, of course, omits abstainers, but the inter-party 
flow of the vote was very similar to that estimated from the Gallup data. It is not easy with any data 
source to separate out those who left the electorate after the first election in a pair from those who 
abstained at the second; it is easier to separate out those who abstained at the first date from those 
ineligible to vote then, but there are difficulties linking this to the situation in each constituency. 
Thus, the two categories are combined in the final row and column of the flow-of-the-vote matrix: 
all our previous work using this method indicates that this does not have a significant impact on the 
relative sizes of the other cells, and it is their relative size in each constituency which is crucial to the 
analyses here of tactical voting (see Johnston & Pattie, 1991a). 

10. Many of the switches from both Conservative and Liberal Democrat to the 'Other' category include 
those who voted in 1997 for the Referendum Party, which campaigned on the single issue of the 
UK's continued membership of the European Union; it ran candidates in all constituencies where 
the Conservative candidate was not prepared to endorse such a referendum, and attracted about 2% 
of the votes cast. The Gallup data that we used in compiling our flow-of-the-vote matrix did not 
identify Referendum Party supporters. 

11. We analyze only 639 of those 641, excluding: (1) the seat held by the Speaker of the House of 
Commons (West Bromwich West) where, by convention, the main parties did not nominate candid- 
ates; and (2) Tatton, where the Labour and Liberal Democrat candidates withdrew in favour of 
an Independent, who campaigned on an 'anti-sleaze' ticket against (and defeated) the incumbent 
Conservative MP who was under investigation by the House of Commons Commissioner for Stan- 
dards for allegedly violating the House rules regarding payments for representing outside interests. 

12 The maximum-likelihood method minimizes between-constituency variations in flows consistent with 
the national pattern. Since our hypothesis regarding tactical voting argues that it will be represented 
by significant variations around the national pattern between constituencies, this undoubtedly means 
that we are underestimating its volume, which gives greater weight to the findings reported later in 
the paper. 

13. An alternative method was used by political scientists based on results at local government elections 
(in the closest available years to 1992); we prefer our method, which produces similar results in the 
great majority of cases (Rallings & Thrasher, 1995; Rossiter et al., 1997). 

14. Given the boundary changes between 1992 and 1997, the parties only notionally 'held' many of the 
seats, as they had been newly created (although 200 of the 641 were unchanged from those used in 
1992). It was widely accepted which party was 'defending' which seats, however, and with what 
majority (based on the Rallings-Thrasher estimates, that were produced for the major broadcasting 
companies and the Press Asociation6). 
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15. It is possible that some Conservative voters in 1992 may have transferred their allegiance to the 
Liberal Democrats in some constituencies in 1997 in order to prevent Labour victories there. 

16. We exclude the small number of constituencies where the Nationalist parties occupied second or 
third place in 1992. 

17. We preferred to use the ratio lablib in both sets of constituencies, rather than lablib in those where 
Labour was second, and liblab the inverse ratio (the Liberal Democrat percentage in 1992 divided by 
the Labour percentage), because Labour's large lead in the polls suggested that it should be able to 
overtake the Liberal Democrats in some constituencies where it was in third place in 1992, and so be 
the main challenger. (In any case, lablib and liblab are highly correlated, and analyses using both 
variables produce very similar results.) 

18. There are no restrictions in British electoral law on the amount that a party can spend on its national 
campaign, but strict limits on how much can be spent on its campaign in each constituency i ~ohnston 
& Pattie, 1993). 

19. There were also campaigns in a small number of constituencies run by non-party organizations (such 
as GROTT-Get Rid Of The Tories), which promoted anti-Conservative tactical voting there, but 
full details of where they operated, and with what intensity, are not available. 

20. They were collected through a postal questionnaire to constituency election-returning officers, funded 
by the ESRC grant which employed Iain MacAllister. 

21. Two Conservative incumbents reported spending slightly more than their allowed maximum! 
22. The 34th was not Conservative held. 
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