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Abstract

The proximity theory of voting Sates that people support the party that they perceive
to be closest to their own positions in the dominant issue space, a space that is
typicaly best represented by a unidimensiond, left-right continuum. In this paper, a
probahilistic modified proximity model (PM?) of British voting is constructed and
cdibrated against recent British opinion polls of voter and party position and declared
voting intention. It modifies the slandard proximity theory to say that voters will not
vote for a party more than a critica distance away on the left-right continuum, and

that a proportion of potentia Lib Dem voters do not believe that they are ready for
government, and so ether do not vote, or vote for the nearest aternative party instead.

Results from PM? show that Labour could increase its mean lead over the nearest
opposition dightly by continuing to move to the right allittle beyond Tony Blair's
present position.

Moving back to the left, to a position represented by Gordon Brown and Labour MPs
as awhole, would reduce Labour’ s overal mgority by a mean of 133 seats (90%
confidence interval areduction in overal mgority of 84 to 168 seets), giving a 14%
chance of Labour not obtaining an overal mgority, if the voters do not change their
views and the other parties do not change their positions.

Moving to atriangulation postion, which is a compromise between conviction and
expediency, would reduce Labour’ s overall mgjority by a mean of 62 seats (90%
confidence interva areduction in overal mgority of 14 to 118 seats). Only in the
very worst cases would this lead to Labour’s overal mgority disgppearing with the
proviso, as before, that the voters do not change their views and the other parties do
not change their positions.

Reducing the proportion of Lib Dem voters who fed they are unready for
government, or amove back towards the centre by the Tories, could cause significant
electora problems for Labour.

All of the results are based upon the proximity theory of voting, which isonly one
amongst severd theories of eectora choice, and should be treated with the
gppropriate leve of caution that thisimplies.



I ntroduction

The eectora landscape in Great Britain since the end of the Second World War in
1945 has been dominated by the Labour and Conservative (Tory) parties. In the
Sxteen generd dections between 1945 and 2001, these two parties have each
averaged dightly over 41 percent of the votes cast. Because of Britain'sfirst past the
post electord system, one of these two parties has held an overdl majority in the
House of Commons and been able to form a Government for al except afew months
of this period.

A third party, originaly caled the Liberas, but now the Liberal Democrats (Lib
Dems) has obtained a sizable share of the vote since 1974, peaking at 25% in 1983,
but remaining a over 18% in 2001. A variety of smdler parties together obtain less
than 10% of the votes cast (Clarke et al, 2004).

For most of the last Sixty years, the Labour party has been a party of the left. But
Greset Britain in 2004 is described as *a country which believes that the English-based
Labour party has lurched to theright” by one of the Labour Party’s own former MPs
(Hatterd ey, 2004). About one third of Labour party members believe that the Labour
party’ s rightward drift under Tony Blair has gone too far (ICM, 2004).

Previous Labour party chair, John Reid, implicitly accepts that a rightward shift has
occurred when he says “We are not about merely occupying the centre ground of
British palitics. We are about shifting the centre ground.” (Reid, 2003).

Thisis confirmed by an opinion poll which asked respondents to score Tony Blair and
Labour MPs dong aleft-right axis running from very left wing a —2 to very right

wing at +2. It found Blair to be just to the right of centre at +0.09, with Labour MPs
asawhole at —0.5, and Gordon Brown at —0.4 (Kettle, 2004). As Joyce McMillan puts
it “To many traditiona Labour supporters, Tony Blar looks like a man who leads the
Labour Party without actudly belonging toit.” (McMillan, 2004).

This paper develops asmple modd, based upon the proximity theory of voting. Both
determinigtic and probabiligtic forms of the modd are used to explore how wdl aleft-
right distinction can explain the voting intentions of the British electorate, and
caculate what the eectora implications would be if the Labour party moved back
towards the | eft-of - centre pogition thet the voters believe its MPs, and its aleged
leeder in waiting, redly hold.



Methodology and data

The modd is based upon the proximity theory of voting (Downs, 1957) which states
that “ people support the party that they perceive to be closest to their own positionsin
the dominant issue space, a space that istypicaly best represented by a
unidimensond, left-right continuum” (Clarke et d, 2004).

The continuum is represented by a numericad mapping from the verba descriptions
used by opinion pollsters as shown in Table 1, which aso shows the percentage of the
British eectorate who place themsdves in each of the categories in September 2004.
(Electord paliticsin Northern Irdland are very different, and not covered by most

opinion polls or this paper).

Table 1 Theleft-right continuum

Verba description Numericd vdue

Percent of eectorate

Very left wing -2(-2.33t0-1.67) 3
Farly left wing -1.33 (-1.66 to —1.00) 9
Slightly left of centre -0.66 (-0.99t0 —0.34) 17
Centre 0(0.33t00.33) 23
Sightly right of centre +0.66 (0.34 to 0.99) 13
Fairly right wing +1.33 (1.00 to 1.66) 9
Very right wing +2 (1.67 t0 2.33) 3

Source: YouGov, 2004

Note: 24% Don't Know

The best normd fit to this distribution, ignoring the don’t knows, has a mean of -0.08
and a standard deviation of 0.97 (Palisade corporation, 2000). So, according to this
Y ouGov pall, the British eectorate hasits mean very dightly to the left of centre, and
95% of the electorate are positioned between about —2 and +1.8 on the |ft-right
continuum.

The same poll asked about the position of the main party leaders dong the same
continuum. The mean responses, again ignoring don’t knows, are shown in Table 2.
Charles Kennedy and the Lib Dems are perceived to be dightly to the left of the
centre, Tony Blair and Labour are perceived as a shade to the right of central, and
Michad Howard and the Tories are perceived asfairly right wing (Y ouGov, 2004).

Table 2 The positions of the party leaders

Party leader Party Position
Charles Kennedy LibDems - 0.30
Tony Blar Labour +0.09
Michad Howard Tories +1.04

Source: YouGov, 2004



There are two other parties in the British electord landscape which have areasonable
chance of obtaining at least afew percent of the votes at agenerd eection; the Green
party and the UK Independence party (UKIP). Although the Y ouGov poll did not ask
the electorate about these parties, it is safe to say that the Green party is perceived as
being towards the left wing end of the continuum (*“the Green Party now occupiesthe
progressive political space once held by left-wing Labour” Tatchell, 2004), maybe
around —2,and the UK Independence party is towards the right wing end, maybe
around +2.

According to the pure version of the proximity theory, voters should vote for the party
nearest to them aong the left-right continuum. With the digtribution of the electorate
intable 1, and the pogition of the parties as shown in table 2, the pure proximity
theory would dlocate votes to parties in such away that the Lib Dems would win the
largest share of the vote, as shown in Table 3 (taken from a run of the mode with
10000 voters, so party shares accurate to within about plus or minus 1%).

This pattern is far from the voting intentions uncovered by opinion pollstaken in the
same month as the Y ouGov poall, as shown in the fina column of the table.

Table 3 Shares of the parties from pure proximity theory and opinion poll results

Party Share under pure Opinion poll result (%)
proximity theory (%)

Lib Dems 34 24

L abour 25 37

Tories 21 29

Greens 14 5t

UKIP 5 4

Source: MORI, 2004

Notes:
1. Includes Scottish/Welsh nationalists and other small left wing parties
2. Includes other small right wing parties

The pure proximity theory would also predict that there would be 100% turnout at
elections, which again isfar from the case. At the last British generd dection in 2001,
the turnout was 59%, the lowest since 1918; in 1997 it was 71% and in 1992 it was
78%, the highest for 18 years (Bolton, 2001). 6% of the electorate Sate that they
never vote (MORI, 2002).

Two modifications to the pure proximity theory alow the modd to address the lower
than 100% turnout and the lower intention to vote for the Lib Dems.

Critical distance

Rather than saying that a person will certainly vote for the nearest party, it may be
more redidtic to say they will not vote for a party more than acritical distance
(‘criticd’) away on the | eft-right continuum, but they will vote for the nearest party
indde that distance. If no party iswithin the critical distance, they will not vote. This



will lead to aturnout of less than 100% provided the critica distance is not very large.
Presumably some proportion of the 6% who never vote stay away from the polls for
reasons other than lack of choice on the left-right continuum; the mode does not
attempit to take account of the politicaly apathetic as, by their own admission, they
can never affect the result of an dection.

Readiness for government

The Lib Dems have never been in power nationdly, and commentators and voters
worry about whether they are ready for government. A letter to the Guardian
expressed thisworry as “is Kennedy ready to govern? | think not. Being clubbable is
enough to make him an attractive MP. But being prime minister means dedling
credibly with Bush's successor” (Gilbert, 2003). One Lib Dem MP talked in 2001
about “planning for government within the next 10 years’ and reflected that “if people
don't think you can win and form a government, they don't vote for you. That's been
our problemin the past.” (Davey, 2001). Anthony King amplifies upon this“Votesin
the British system go to the part which might form a Government and, for the
foreseeable future, that isthe Tories or Labour” (Independent, 2004).

These concerns are incorporated in the model by applying two parameters ‘ readiness
for government’ (‘readiness’) and ‘willingness to switch parties’ (‘ switch’) to voters
who are closest to the Lib Dems.

If ‘readiness takesavauer, lower than 1, then a proportion (1-r) of the voters that
are closest on the left-right continuum to the Lib Dems, and indde the critica

distance, do not vote for them. Instead, if switch takesavaue s, aproportion s of

them vote for the next nearest party (provided it isinsgde the critical distance), and a
proportion (1-s) of them do not vote. It is assumed that r takes the value 1 for the other
parties, because both Labour and the Tories have recent experience of government.

With these two modifications, the proximity model can reproduce the vaoting intention
results very closdy, as shown in table 4. The model is described as deterministic, even
though it contains a probabilistic representation of voters' views, because the
positions of the three main parties are assumed to be perfectly known, a condition
relaxed later in the probabilitic verson of the modd. The party positions are taken
from the Y ouGov poll results for the party leaders, as shown in table 2.

The positions of UKIP and the Green party, and the parameter values, are the result of
asearch usng the genetic agorithm in RiskOptimiser to find the vaues that minimise
the differences between the shares of the parties and the MORI poll results shown in
table 3 (Palisade corporation, 2000).

As can be seen from a comparison of table 4 and table 3, dl of the party shares from
the mode are within 1% of the opinion poll results. Thisis essentidly a perfect fit as
they are taken from arun of the determinigtic modified proximity modd with 10000
voters, so the party shares are accurate to within about plus or minus 1%. The model
shows a Labour lead of about 9%.

The parameter valuesimply that a voter will not vote for a party more than 0.56 away
on the left-right continuum. Thisisjust under 1 whole verba category away; as can



be seen from table 1, the verbd categories are 0.66 wide. 62% of potentid Lib Dem
votersfed that the party isready for government, but 38% do not, and of this 38%,
40% will vote for another party, provided it iswithin the critical distance, but 60%
will not vote.

Table 4 Best fit parameter values and shares of the parties from the
deterministic modified proximity mode

Party position Share of the vote (%)
Green -2.33 5
Lib Dems -0.30 24
L abour +0.09 38
Tories +1.04 29
UKIP +2.33 4
Parameter vdue
Criticd 0.56
Readiness 0.62
Switch 0.4

Source: runs of the deter ministic modified proximity model

Figure 1 Position of people who do not vote in the deter ministic modified
proximity mode

Number of no voters by position

300 1 Number

PO S VOV VPPN
1 2 3 4

Position

Source: runs of the deterministic modified proximity model

The turnout predicted by the modd is 73%. Figure 1 shows that the 27% of people
who do not vote (2700 voters from amode run of 10000) come mainly from the
positions around —1, where there are alot of voters who are too far left to vote Lib
Dem, but not |eft enough to vote for the Greens. Other significant locations of no



voters are those between —0.5 and just below 0, who would vote for the Lib Dems but
do not consder them ready and will not switch to another party. There are asmdl
number around +1.7, who are too far from both the Tories and UKIP to vote for

gther, and very smal numbers at around —3 and 3 who are too extreme to vote for any
of the parties.



Initial investigations of Labour’s position

Inafirg past the post system like the British generd dection, what matters most is
not the number of people voting for a party, nor even its share of the vote, but its lead
over the nearest opponent (In alater section, we shal see how alead in the percent of
votes cast trandatesinto an overal mgjority). Figures 2 and 3 show the shares of the
different parties, the turnout and the Labour lead for dl Labour postionsof —1 to +1
on the left-right continuum, using determinitic values for the postions of the other
parties shown in table 2, and the deterministic parameter vaues shown in table 4.

The results are taken from runs of the deterministic modified proximity mode with
10000 voters, so the error bars on the Labour results are plus or minus 1% for shares,
and plus or minus 1.5% for the lead.

Figure 2 Sharesof the parties and turnout by Labour position

Shares of parties and turnout by position of Labour
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Source: runs of the deterministic modified proximity model

Varying the Labour position shows that the position which givesthe largest lead is
around +0.25, which gives shares of the parties of Labour 38%, Tories 26%, Lib

Dems 27%, UKIP 4%, Green 5% on aturnout of 72%; a Labour lead of 11%. Because
of thefairly right wing nature of the Tories, it looks as though Labour could &fford to
move even further to the right than Blair's position of +0.09, and still gain eectordly.

On the other hand, any movement back to the left, particularly if it went further than

the Lib Dem position of —0.3, would cause electora damage, and may even hand a

lead back to the Tories.



Figure 3 Labour lead over nearest party by Labour position
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Intr%ducing uncertainty: The probabilistic modified proximity model
(PM)

Theseinitid invesigations are interesting and show the generd pattern of eectord
consequences that could be expected from a shift in Labour position, but they do not
adequately account for the uncertainty in the views of the voters, the positioning of
the other parties, or the parameter vauesin the modified proximity mode. Using
probability distributions for the parameters representing dl of these variables
transforms the deterministic modified proximity modd into the probabilistic modified
proximity modd (PM?).

Views of the voters

The Y ouGov poll that provided the mean position of —0.08 had a sample size of just
over 1600 respondents (Y ouGov, 2004). Assuming the design effect of thispoll is
about the same as a smple random sample, the standard error of the mean is about
0.025, s0 there is a 95% chance that the mean is within the range—0.13 t0 —0.03. The
gandard deviation of the best fit normd ditribution is 0.967; the standard deviation

of theinput datais 0.985. It is possible that the standard deviation could even be
dightly greater than thisif fewer people from the extremes of the distribution
responded to the opinion pollsters, asis often the case.

Positions of Lib Dem and Tories

Michael Howard' s position of +1.04, has a standard deviation of about 0.8 amongst
the 1600 or so respondents, and Charles Kennedy’ s position of -0.30 has a standard
deviation of about 0.7 amongst just under 1500 respondents, so both have standard
errors of the mean of about 0.02.

Table 5 shows the mean, most likely and maximum vaues for the voters' views and
positioning of the other two main parties used in independent triangular probability
distributionsiin the rest of the anaysis with PM?. All the distributions have meen
values equd to the vaues usad in the earlier deterministic analysis.

Table5 Valuesfor voters viewsand Lib Dem and Tory postionsin PM “

minimum modt likely maximum
Mean of voters views -0.13 -0.08 -0.03
SD of voters views 0.95 0.975 1.00
Lib Dem position -0.34 -0.30 -0.26
Tory position +1.00 +1.04 +1.08

Positions of Green Party and UKIP and parameter values

The earlier search with RiskOptimiser for pogtions of the Green party and UKIP, and
parameter values, that gave agood fit with opinion poll results did not produce
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confidence intervas for the vaues, but other vaues which gave afit with the opinion
poll results within 1% per party were:

Critica 0.26t00.79

Readiness 0.59 to 0.79 (High readiness tends to go with low critical).
Switch 0.14t0 0.47

UKIP 2.021t02.85

Green -2.00to-2.54

Putting the Mean and standard deviation of voters views and Tory and Lib Dem
positions as uncertain parameters as shown in table 5 and running PM? 100 times,
with 10000 voters each time, usng @RISK to sample different vaues from the input
parameters each time (Palisade corporation, 2002), gives the best combination of
other party positions and parameter vaues shown in Table 6

Table 6 Best fit parameter values and shares of the parties from PM *

Party postion  Mean share of the vote (%)

Green -2.33 5

Lib Dems -0.34t0-0.26 25

L abour +0.09 38

Tories +1.00 to +1.08 28

UKIP +2.33 4
Parameter vdue

Criticd 0.60

Readiness 0.67

Switch 0.61

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

Comparing table 6 with table 4 shows that the main differenceisthat now alittle over
60% of Lib Dem voters who think the party is not reedy for government will switch to
another party if it is close enough. The mean turnout predicted by the modd is
correspondingly higher a 77%. All of the mean party shares from the modd are
within 1% or so of the opinion poll results.

As before, the search with RiskOptimiser does not give confidence intervas for the
parameters or the positions of the Green party and UKIP, but the top 12 results dl
give afit with the opinion pall results that is within 30% of the best result. They have
vauesin the following ranges:

Critica 0.60 and one value of 0.96

Readiness 0.60 to 0.67 and one vaue of 0.53 when critical is 0.96
Switch 0.21 to 0.81 with no correlation with other parameters
UKIP 2.331t02.46

Green -2.85t0-2.33

Based on the parameter searches in the deterministic and probabilistic models, table 7
shows the mean, most likely and maximum val ues for the parameters and positioning
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of the other two parties used in independent triangular probability digtributionsin the

res of theandyss.

Table 7 Values for parametersand other party positionsin PM “

minimum modt likely maximum
Critica 0.4 0.55 0.7
Readiness 0.55 0.625 0.7
Switch 0.2 05 0.8
Green position -2.6 -24 -2.2
UKIP position 2 2.33 2.66

The exact ranges are, of course, subjective to some extent. In particular, the very low
and very high extreme values found for the critica distance have been discarded, the
former on common-sense grounds (would someone redly not vote for a party so close
to them on the left-right continuum?), and the latter because it gppeared only oncein
the search for the best fit to the opinion poll results. Consequently the very high value
of readiness has been discarded, asit was associated with the unredidticaly low vaue

for the criticd disance.

Running PM? 100 times, with 10000 voters each time, using @RISK to sample
different vaues from the input parameters, gives the mean party shares shown in table
8 with Labour at Blar's postion. The mean Labour lead is 9.9%, and the mean
turnout 72% (100 runs of 10000 voters gives an effective sample size of 1 million,
with 95% confidence intervas of about plus or minus 0.1% on the mean party shares,

and 0.15% on the mean lead).

Table 8 Input ranges and shares of the partiesfrom PM “

with Labour at Blair’s

position
Party podtion  Mean share of the vote (%)
Green -2.6t0-2.22 4.7
Lib Dems -0.34t0 -0.261 237
L abour +0.09 38.9
Tories +1.00 to +1.08! 29.0
UKIP +2. 10 +2.66° 3.8
Parameter vaue
Critical 0.4t00.7%
Readiness 0.55t0 0.7
Switch 0.2t0 0.8?
Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model
Notes:

1. Seetable 5 for exact distribution used
2. Seetable 7 for exact distribution used

Figure 4 shows the digtribution of the Labour lead across the 100 runs of the modd.

The 90% confidence interva for the lead is 6.9% to 13.4%.
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Figure4 Digribution of the Labour lead with Labour at Blair’s position
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Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

Figure 5 shows the influence on the Sze of the lead of al the uncertain input vauesin

the modd. The influence is measured by the Size of the partia rank correaion

coefficient between the input and the size of the Labour lead. A positive corraion

impliesthat a higher value for thisinput gives alarger Labour lead, and vice versa

Figure 5 Influences on Labour lead with Labour at Blair’s position
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Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model
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The main influences are the willingness of Lib Demvoters to switch to other parties
(the more they are willing to switch, the higher the Labour lead), the critical distance
beyond which voters will not vote for a party (the smdler the critical distance the
higher the lead, asit takes more votes avay from the Tories and Lib Dems than from
Labour). Next comes the standard deviation of voters' views, the more tightly
bunched the voters views, the larger the lead. Then comes the mean view of the
voters, the further to the left the higher the Labour lead as this takes more votes away
from the Tories, who are Labour’ s main thregt at Blair' s position. The further to the
left the Lib Dem postion, the higher the Labour lead, as more voters from the centre-
left vote Labour. Smilarly, the further to the right the Tory position, the higher the
Labour lead, asit hands the centre-right voters to Labour. The readiness of the Lib
Demsfor government isthe last mgor influence; the lessthey are viewed as reedy,
the larger the Labour lead. All of these influences seem to be of theright Ssgn and are
eadly understood.
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What should Labour do?

Expediency

Running the probabilistic modified proximity model (PM?) 16 times, for values of the
Labour postion from 0 to 0.3, shows that the mean Labour lead is greatest for a
Labour postion of about +0.2, as shown in Figure 6 (100 runs of 10000 voters gives
an effective sample sze of 1 million, with 95% confidence intervals of about plus or
minus 0.15% on the mean lead, as shown by the error bars on the figure). So if Labour
were driven soldy by expediency, the modd saysit should continue to move dightly
to the right from Blair’s present postion, if the Tories and the Lib Dems continue to
hold their present positions.

Figure6 Mean Labour lead by position of Labour party
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Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

This position of +0.2 gives mean shares of the vote of Labour 38.5%, Tories 27.0%,
Libdems 26.0%, UKIP 3.8% and Green 4.8% on aturnout of 71%, which givesa
mean Labour lead of 11.1% (The mean lead is not the same as the difference in mean
share between Labour and the nearest challenger; when the Lib Dems and the Tories
are both nearly equd, the lead is sometimes over one and sometimes over the other;
S0 the average lead is lower than the difference in shares between Labour and the
nearest chdlenger. It isthe average lead that matters, since thisiswhat will determine
the Sze of the mgority in the House of Commons, whoever the nearest chalenger is.
In any case, the results show that thisis only an issue when the Tories and the
LibDems are very closein their mean share of the vote; if they are more than 4% apart
the effect isless than 0.01%; if they are equd it can be 0.6%).

15



Labour overall majority
How does a Labour lead in the percent of votes cast trandate into an overall mgority?

For the dections since 1974(Feb), which was the firg time the Liberas gained more
than about 11% of the vote, figure 7 shows the answer.

Figure 7 Labour overall majority vsLabour lead in share of the vote

Lab overall majority vs lead in share of vote (1974 on)
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Source; Leeke, 2003

Largely because of the geographica digtribution of votes, Labour gains an overdl
majority of about 16 seats without any lead in votes cast (the 90% confidence interval
is-7 to 39 seats). Each 1 percentage point lead in votes cast leadsto arisein overal
magjority of 15.5 seatsin the House of Commons. (Leeke, 2003). Soadropinlead of 1
point leads to adrop in overal maority of 15.5, on average. The 90% Cl for the dope
parameter is 13 to 18 seats per percent of lead (for al elections since 1945, the mean
vaueis 16).

Conviction

The probabilistic modified proximity model (PM?) can be used to find the lossin lead
and lossin overdl mgority that results from making one decision on postion, perhaps
driven by expediency or the views of the leader of the party, rather than another,
perhaps driven by the conviction of its MPs. The overal mgority a each positionis

givenby
mgjority = intercept + dope*lead
where intercept has anorma distribution with meanl6, standard deviation 13.8, and

dope has anormd distribution with mean15.5, standard deviation 1.5 taken from the
results above.
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We can put the firgt pogition as Blair' s present position of +0.09, but where should the
‘conviction’ pogition be? The Y ouGov pall givesthe voters perceptions of Gordon
Brown's position as—0.4, and Labour MPs as—0.5 (Y ouGov, 2004). Astable 1
shows, the boundary between dightly left of centre and fairly left wing isat —0.66. So
for thisandyds, the conviction pogtionis taken to be atriangular distribution with a
minimum vaue of —0.66, amogt likely value of —0.5 and amaximum vaue of —0.4.

Aswe saw infigure 4, the mean Labour lead is 9.9% a Blair' s pogtion; thisfdlsto
1.4% at the conviction position. The mean overal mgority is 171 and 38 sedts,
repectively. The didtributions of the overal mgorities at the two positions are shown
infigure 8.

Figure 8 Probability distribution of the Labour overall majority at Blair’s
position and the conviction position

Distribution of overall majority at the two positions

Probability

Mean=170.9613
Mean=38.41841

I

Conviction Blair

]

T T T T
-50 0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

At Blar' s postion, Labour is essentidly guaranteed to have an overdl mgority
provided the voters do not change their views and the other parties do not change their
positions (the 90% confidence interva is 114 to 226 seats); taking up the conviction
position increases the chance of no overdl mgority to 14% (the 90% confidence
interva is—7 to 135 seats).

The mean loss of lead is 8.5% and the mean loss of overal mgority is 133 seats as
shown in figure 9 (100 runs with 10000 voters gives the mean loss of lead accurate to
about plus or minus 0.2%, and the mean loss of mgority accurate to about plus or
minus 3 seets, assuming the 15.5 seats per % lead isafirm figure), but with awide
90% range, from 84 to 168 sesats.
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Figure 9 Probability distribution of the loss of overall majority moving from
Blair’s position to the conviction position

Distribution of loss of overall majority

X <=84.3 X <=168.38
5% 95%

Probability

Mean = 132.5429

220

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

The next three figures show the influences of dl the uncertain parameters on Labour's
overdl mgority at both positions, and on the loss of overal mgority.

Figure 10 Influences on Labour’s overall majority at Blair’s position

Influences on Labour's overall majority at Blair's position

siove | -
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Intercept _ 0.267
Tory position _ 0223
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Green position .0‘033
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}
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Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model
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At Blair's postion, the dope of the line linking the overal mgority to the lead in the
share of votesis the most important influence. Then comes willingness of Lib Dem
votersto switch to other parties (the more they are willing to switch, the higher the
mgority). Next comes the standard deviation of voters views, the more tightly
bunched the voters views, the larger the mgority. Then comes the intercept of the
line linking the overal maority to the lead in the share of votes, and the Tory
position; the further to the right the larger Labour’ s overal mgority. The mean
position of the votersis next; the further to the Ieft the larger the Labour overdl
majority. The readiness of the Lib Dems for government is next; the lessthey are
viewed as ready, the larger the mgority. Apart from the addition of the dope and

intercept parameters, the major influences are smilar to the influences on the Labour
lead shown infigure 5.

Figure 11 Influences on Labour’soverall majority at the conviction position

Influences on Labour overall majority at conviction position
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-0-273_ Readiness
Lib Dem position _ 0.258
Tory position _ 0211
]

Intercept 0.205

-0.097 - Conviction position
-0.062 - SD

.0'029. Green position

UKIP position I 0.02
1 1
t t

-1 -0.8 -0.6 -0.4 -0.2 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8

o

Correlation Coefficients
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At the conviction pogition, the main influences as shown in figure 11 are Smilar,
except that the dope of theline linking the overal mgority to the lead in the share of
votesis no longer important (as the lead in the share of votes at the conviction
positionisonly just aove zero), and the mean of the voters pogitionsis now very
important; the further to the left, the higher the mgjority, asthe Labour party’s
conviction pogtion isto the left of the mean of the voters. The smdler the critica
distance, the higher the mgority, asit takes more votes avay from the Toriesand Lib
Dems than from Labour. In fifth place now isthe Lib Dem position; the further to the
right, the higher the Labour mgority, because the more votes they take from the
Tories and the fewer they take from Labour.
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Figure 12 Influences on the loss of L abour’s overall majority moving from
Blair’s position to the conviction position

Influences on loss of overall majority

0.353 _ LibDem position
Critical _ 0.275
Mean _ 0.235
-0.177 - Switc
Readiness - 0.134
Intercept - 0.123

-0.082 - Conviction position

uie [ oo

Green position - 0.063

Tory position . 0.04
} h
T T

T T T T T T T
-1 -0.8 -0.6 -0.4 -0.2 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8

o

Correlation Coefficients

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

The mgor influences on the loss of overdl mgority from moving to the conviction
position shown in figure 12 are the dope of the line linking the overdl mgority to the
lead in the share of votes and the position of the Lib Dems; the further to the right, the
lesstheloss of mgority. Next isthe critical distance; because asmadl critica distance
boogts the overd|l mgority at the conviction podtion more than it does a Blair's
position, alarger critical distance leads to alarger loss of mgority from moving to the
conviction postion. Next is the mean position of the voters; the further to the right,
the more amove to the conviction position hurts the Labour party. In fifth placeisthe
willingness of Lib Dem voters to switch to other parties. Although thisis the most
important influence on the mgorities a both pogtions, it isnot so important in
determining how much Labour loses by moving to the conviction position; the more
Lib Dem voters are willing to switch, the less Labour loses by moving to the
conviction pogtion.

One parameter that does not appear as amgor influence on any of the three figuresis
the exact definition of the conviction postion (It isin ninth place in each of the
figures). Since the whole range of the conviction pogtion isto theleft of the Lib

Dems, but still not too far out to the extremes, the exact position does not matter very
much in dectord terms. If some definitions of the conviction position overlapped

with the Lib Dem pogtion, it would jump from being one of the least important to one
of the most important influences on the loss of overdl mgority.
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Triangulation

Roy Hatterdey defines triangulation as taking ‘ positions staked out somewhere
between conviction and expediency’ (Hatterdey, 2004). In the language of the modd,
what would a triangulation position be?

We can defineit by saying it involves amovement m% of the way back to the
conviction position from the true expedient position of +0.2 that obtains the largest
lead in the polls (Despite its close proximity to the position that obtains the largest
Labour lead, | hestate to describe Blair' s position as driven solely by expediency). In
the absence of better information, let m take atriangular distribution with minimum,
most likely and maximum vaues of 25, 50 and 75%

Aswe saw in figure 4, the mean Labour lead is 9.9% & Blair' s pogtion; it falsto
6.0% a the triangulation position. The mean overdl mgority is 109 seats, with a 90%
confidence interva of 29 to 170 seets. Figure 13 shows the digtributions of the overall
magorities at the two positions.

Figure 13 Probability distribution of the Labour overall majority at Blair’s
position and thetriangulation position

Distribution of Labour overall majority under triangulation and Blair's position

Probability
Mean=109.0 Mean=170
I
Triangulation Blair
0 100 200

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

The mean loss of overadl mgority is 62 seats (accurate to plus or minus about 3 sedts,
assuming the 15.5 seats per % is afirm figure), but with a 90% range from 14 to 118
segts. Figure 14 shows the probability distribution of the loss of overdl mgority.
Only in the very worst cases would it lead to Labour’s overal mgjority disappearing
with the proviso, as aways, that the voters do not change their views and the other
parties do not change their positions.
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Figure 14 Probability distribution of the loss of overall majority moving from
Blair’s position to thetriangulation position

Distribution of loss of overall majority from moving to a triangulation position

X <=14.05 X<=117.8
5% 95%

Mean = 61.79452

Probability

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model

The next two figures show the influences of dl the uncertain parameters on Labour’s
overdl mygority a the triangulation position, and on the loss of overdl mgority.

Figure 15 Influences on Labour’s overall majority at the triangulation position

Influences on Labour's overall majority at triangulation position
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Figure 15 showsthat a the triangulation position, the main influences that increase
the mgority are the larger the intercept defining the overal mgority for no lead in
votes, and the smaller the movement required to get to the triangulation position.
Other influences are Smilar to those a the conviction pogtion. The definition of the
conviction pogtion itsdlf is now afairly important influence; the further to the right
the larger the mgority, asit gives agreater chance thet the triangulation position will
be to the right of the Lib Dems.

Figure 16 Influences on the loss of L abour’s overall majority moving from
Blair’s position to the triangulation position

Influences on loss of overall majority from moving to the triangulation position
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In figure 16, the mgor influence on the loss of overdl mgority from moving to the
triangulation postion is the amount of movement required to get to the postion; the
higher the movement, the greater the lossin mgority. The dope of the line linking the
overdl mgority to the leed in the share of votes is next; the steeper the line, the more
amove to the triangulation pogtion hurts. Next comes the willingness of Lib Dem
voters to switch; the more Lib Dem voters are willing to switch, the less Labour loses
by moving to the triangulation pogition. The higher the standard deviation of voters
views and the higher the perceived readiness of the Lib Dems, the more a moveto the
triangulation position hurts.
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Reactions of other parties
What if the Lib Dems become mor e ready?

The earlier figures 2 and 3 showed the shares of the parties and the Labour lead from
the determinigtic modd for a Lib Dem readiness of 0.62, as this gave the best fit to the
opinion poll results. What if the Lib Dems became more credible as a party of
government, as may not be impossible on ardatively short timescae? As Claire
Raynor putsit, in away which aso lends some support to the proximity theory, “...the
Labour party left me standing and galloped off to the right...Many of the policies of
the Lib Dems are what | would regard as policies of ‘origina Labour’. | would love
them to become the main opposition and | do not see any reason why they should not
legpfrog the Tories. Thisiswhere they can redlly hone their wegpons. They have been
out in the cold too long.” (Independent, 2004).

The determinigtic modd can be used to make afirg investigation of this. At a

readiness of 0.81, having the numbers who fed the Lib Dems are unready, and
keeping all other parameters the same, Labour &t Blair's position gets 35% of the

vote, Tories 27%, Lib Dems 30%, UKIP 3%, Green 5% on aturnout of 77%. Varying
the Labour position givesthe largest lead at a position of around +0.05, which gives
shares of the parties of Labour 35%, Tories 29%, Lib Dems 28%, UKIP 3%, Green
5% on aturnout of 77%, for a Labour lead of about 6% (taken from arun of the
mode with 10000 voters, o party shares accurate to within about plus or minus 1%,
and lead accurate to about plus or minus 1.5% as shown by the error bars).

Figure 17 Shares of the partiesand turnout by Labour position, with higher Lib
Dem readiness

Shares of parties and turnout by position of Labour
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Source: runs of the deterministic modified proximity model
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Figures 17 and 18 show the shares of the different parties, the turnout and the Labour
lead for dl Labour positions of —1 to +1 on the left-right continuum from the
deterministic model. Comparing figures 17 and 18 to figures 2 and 3 shows that
increasing the Lib Dem readiness makes some difference, both to Labour’ s lead &t its
current pogition, and to the position it should take up if it wishes to maximize its leed.

Figure 18 Labour lead over nearest party by Labour postion, with higher Lib
Dem readiness

Labour lead by position

107 percent

position

0.2

-10 1

.15

-20 4

Source: runs of the deterministic modified proximity model

Figures 19 and 20 show what happensif we set Lib Dem readinessto 1, so that al
potentia Lib Dem votersfed that they are ready for government (all other parameters
the same) They show that Labour would need to move back to about —0.1 to —0.2 to
retain any lead at dl; remaining a 0.09 would hand alead of about 3% to the Lib
Dems.
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Figure 19 Shares of the parties and turnout by Labour postion, with complete
Lib Dem readiness

Shares of parties and turnout by position of Labour
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Figure 20 Labour lead over nearest party by Labour position, with completeLib
Dem readiness
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Tory response

Can the Tories respond to the re-postioning of Labour under Tony Blair at just a
shade to the right of centre? What should they do if Labour stays at +0.09? Figures 21
and 22 show what happensin the deterministic model if the Tories podtionis
anywherefrom —1 to +1 (with Labour remaining at 0.09).

Figure 21 Sharesof the partiesand turnout by Tory position

Shares of parties and turnout by position of Tories
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The only Tory positions that hand Labour alead are to the left of them at +0.05 or
below, or more than dightly to the right of centre, at +0.75 and above. If the Tories
were to move back towards the centre, say at +0.3, and be perceived as credible, they
would win an overal mgority, the Lib Dems would take second place, and Labour
would be forced into third place. Note that UKIP s share of the vote does not increase
appreciably wherever the Tories are positioned; there are not enough voters within the
critica distance of the UKIP position for them to take more than about 5% of the vote,

27



Figure 22 Labour lead over nearest party by Tory position
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Conclusions and discussion

Results from PM? show that Labour could increase its mean lead over the nearest
opposition dightly by continuing to move to the right to +0.2, allittle beyond Tony
Blair's present position of +0.09.

Moving back to the |eft, to a position represented by Gordon Brown and Labour MPs
as awhole, would reduce Labour’s overal mgority by amean of 133 seats (90%
confidence interval areduction in overal mgority of 84 to 168 seets), giving a 14%
chance of Labour not obtaining an overdl mgority, if the voters do not change their
views and the other parties do not change their positions.

Moving to atriangulation pogtion, which is a compromise between conviction and
expediency, would reduce Labour’s overdl mgority by amean of 62 seats (90%
confidence interval areduction in overdl mgority of 14 to 118 seets). Only in the
very worst cases would this lead to Labour’s overal mgority disgppearing with the
proviso, as before, that the voters do not change their views and the other parties do
not change their positions.

Initid investigations with the determinigtic form of the modd, show that reducing the

proportion of Lib Dem voters who fed they are unready for government, or amove
back towards the centre by the Tories, could cause significant electord problemsfor
Labour.

Severd cavests need to be stated about these results. Some of them concern technical
issues, others are more profound and involve issues of trust and politica theory.

Technical issues
Isthe link between lead and majority valid for a larger Lib Dem share of the vote?

The rationship between Labour’ s share of the vote and its overdl mgority shownin
figure 7 was taken from past dections where the Lib Dem (or Liberd) share of the
vote did not exceed 25%. So it should probably be treated with caution if Labour were
to take up positions much to the right of Blair's present pogition, or if the readiness of
the Lib Dems were to improve, when the Lib Dems might obtain shares of the votes
above 26%. A stronger Lib Dem showing than this might hurt the Tories more then

the model shows, because they are the second party in more Tory than Labour seats.
But for the mgority of the andysesin the paper, the Lib Dem share iswithin its
higtorica range.

The conversion from verbal to numerical categories.

The assgnment of numericad vauesto the verbd categories shown in table 1 is not
the only one that could be used. All of the results are invariant to a postive linear
trandformation in the numerica scae. Bt it is possible that they could be dtered by
making some of the categories narrower and others wider. A future version of PM?
could investigate this effect.
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What if voters' views are not normally distributed?

Even if the numerica definition of the categories remains the same, the use of a

normd distribution to represent the views of votersis not obvioudy correct, even
though it is the conventiond assumption. In fact, the curvefitting routine of
RiskOptimiser gives atriangular distribution with minimum, mogt likely and

maximum vaues of —2.23, -0.08 and 2.21 as the best fit to the data of any distribution.
Using this digtribution instead of anormd digtribution for voters views givesthe
shares of the parties shown in table 9 with Labour at Blair's position. Comparing this
with table 8 shows that the main effect is to reduce the shares of the Greens and UKIP
and increase those of Labour and the Tories. Running the mode with atri angular
digribution for voters views would require some minor recdibration of PM< to bring
these party shares back into line with opinion poll results.

Table 9 Input ranges and shares of the parties from PM  with Labour at Blair’s
position and a triangular distribution of voters views

Party postion  Mean share of the vote (%)

Green -2.6t0-2.22 2.3

Lib Dems -0.34t0 -0.26" 237

L abour +0.09 39.9

Tories +1.00 to +1.08! 314

UKIP +2. 10 +2.66° 2.7
Parameter vaue

Critical 0.4t00.7%

Readiness 0.55t0 0.7

Switch 0.2t00.8?

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model
Notes:
1. Seetable 5 for exact distribution used
2. Seetable 7 for exact distribution used

Greater uncertainty about other parties’ position.

The posgitions of the Lib Dems and the Tories have been assumed to be measured
perfectly by the responses to the Y ouGov pall on the position of the party leaders
(YouGov, 2004). The uncertainty in the positions is assumed to be caused solely by
the sampling error in the Y ouGov poll which had about 1600 respondents. In redlity,
there are severd reasons why the position of the Tories and Lib Dems might be less
well known than this. Maybe voters associate the position of the party with the
position of its MPs rather than its leader. Or maybe their etimate of its podtion is
unstable and moves around in response to day-to-day news coverage.

Table 10 shows the effect upon the shares of each party that results from keeping the
same mean Lib Dem and Tory positions, but making the uncertainty about them five
times aswide as in the earlier runs, to about the same as the uncertainty in the Green
and UKIP positions. Comparing table 10 with table 8 shows that the effect on the
mean shares of the vote is negligible, and the mean Labour lead islikewise only
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dightly affected a 10.1%, rather than 9.9%. But the 90% range of the Labour lead is
now from 4.0 to 16.5% (rather than 6.9 to 13.4% as shown in figure 4), and the
uncertainty about the Tory and Lib Dem positions become the most important
influences on the Labour lead (rather than 6 and 5" most important as shown in

figure 5).

Table 10 Input ranges and shar es of the parties from the probabilistic modified
proximity model (PM 2) with Labour at Blair’s position and wider rangesfor the
Lib Dem and Tory postions

Party postion  Mean share of the vote (%)

Green -2.6t0-2.2° 4.7

Lib Dems -0.50t0-0.10 23.8

Labour +0.09 38.9

Tories +0.84t0 +1.24 28.8

UKIP +2. 10 +2.66° 3.8
Parameter vaue

Critical 0.4t00.7%

Readiness 0.55t0 0.7

Switch 0.2t00.8?

Source: runs of the probabilistic modified proximity model
Notes:
2. Seetable 7 for exact distribution used

Gentler implementation of critical distance

Isit redidtic to say that people will certainly vote for the nearest party if it iswithin
the critica distance, as the present model does? One dternative would be to say they
will not vote for a party more than a certain distance away, but they will distribute
their vote probabiligticaly to al partiesingde that distance. If no party iswithin the
critical distance, they will not vote.

Even this gentler form of critical distance would gives the odd result thet if dl other
parties are more than the critica distance away, a party would win 100% of the votes
until it reached the criticad distance away, and then its share would drop straight to
0%. It would be possible to have a smoother version where ‘no vote' istreated like
another party that is dways the critica distance awvay from the voter’ s view. Then the
voter digributes their vote probabilisticaly to dl parties (including no vote). Both of
these changes could be implemented in future versions of PM?2.

All voters have their own view of the position of the parties

In the present version of PM?, a position is chosen for the Lib Dems and Tories (and
Greens and UKIP) from the input digtributions shown in tables 5 and 7, and thisis
applied to dl votersin a sample of 10000, then another position is chosen and applied
to dl votersin asample of 10000, and so on 100 times, to ca culate the mean shares
of the parties, their distribution and the main influences upon them.
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Inredity of course, dl voters have their own persona view of the postion of each of
the parties, and this may well be corrdated with how they are inclined to vote; the 3%
of voters who perceive Michad Howard asfairly or very left wing are unlikely to be
Labour voters, for ingtance (Y ouGov, 2004).

To teke thisinto account would require amore explicitly agent-based mode of voting
behaviour, with party positions sampled for each voter individudly, possibly
dependent upon their own position on the left-right continuum. It would not be an
impossible task to build such amodd, but it would not be atrivia undertaking ether.

Deeper concerns
Trust issues for Labour and the Tories

None of thisandyss dlows for the fact that some naturd Labour voters may be so
upset by the war in Iraq that they will not vote for Labour while Blair isleader. An
extreme verson of thisview is expressed by Alan Bleasdde, who saysthat “The
Labour Government is not fit for government...I’d go so far asto say they'revile.
They make me weep with anger.” (Independent, 2004).

Likewise, some natura Tory voters may see the party as unelectable under Michael
Howard. As Nick Pearce putsit, “if Michael Howard movesto the right to protect his
flank from UKIP he will creste space on the centre right for the Lib Dems to occupy.”
(Independent, 2004), dthough the andysisin this paper argues that this space dready
exiss and is occupied by Tony Blair's Labour.

In the very long term

Suspicion that parties might be positioning themsel ves expediently rather than

honestly representing the views of their MPs could lead to disillusion and
disengagement from the political process. In PM? (and in redlity in the short term),
this does not matter; to a close gpproximation, obtaining a 10% lead with a 50%
turnout would provide just aslarge an overdl mgority at the next genera eection asa
10% lead with an 80% turnout. But in the long term, the lack of voter participation
could lead to a percelved lack of legitimacy, possbly with anincreasein other forms
of political engagement, such as membership of NGOs, protests and civil
disobedience. The drop in turnout in 2001 to the lowest level since the end of the
Second World War suggests that this process may have aready Started.

Other theories of voting.

The proximity theory of vating is only one amongst severd theories that have sought

to explain voting behaviour. Other mgor theoretical strands include triba theories,
where voters cast their votes largely dong class lines, party identification theories,
where voters make judgements early in their lives about which party to support, and
tend to continue that support until some maor politica trauma causes them to reassess
their judgement, and valence theories, where voters make judgements about the
overdl competence of riva palitical parties (Clarke et d, 2004).

32



It isunlikely that the debate between these theories will be settled any time soon. As
Clarkeet ad putit “...empiricd andysestypicaly and predictably, demondrate the
power of the preferred model”. However, it is clear that after an extensive andysis of
the 2001 British generd eection, they lean towards valence rather than proximity
theories. (Clarke et d, 2004). On the other hand, Fisher and Swyngedouw find “ a
one-dimensional model to be adequate. . .the dominant theme of party competition is
the left-right ong’ dbeit for Belgian rather than British eections (Fisher and
Swyngedouw, 2003).

Each of the rival theories could lead to probabilistic modes of atype similar to PM?
described in this paper, and the inclusion of readinessin PM? means that it does
contain some valence ideas. The conclusions of this paper must be treated with an
appropriate degree of caution: they show the implications for Labour’s overal
mgority if the proximity theory of voting is broadly correct, and neither voters' views
nor the positions of the parties undergo significant change.
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