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Foreword
After the Conservative Party’s defeat in the 2005 General Election,
Michael Ashcroft published an analysis called ‘Smell the coffee: A
wake up call for the Conservative Party’. In the introduction he
argued that: 
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“(…) the Conservative Party’s problem is its brand… the brand problem means
that the most robust, coherent, principled and attractive Conservative policies
will have no impact on the voters”.

Ashcroft realised that policy is nothing without presentation and
presentation is nothing without policy. Labour now has a problem
with both. Labour needs to ‘smell the coffee’ now and not wait for
three election defeats, as the Conservatives did. 

To this end, Open Left commissioned YouGov to undertake a
poll on social attitudes and the public’s perception of the main
political parties, in order to better understand the outcome of the
2010 General Election. Overall, some 92,733 British adults took part
between May 5th and 21st 2010. Base sizes for each of 40 questions
are in the region of 8,300, allowing for robust analysis of different
subgroups within the population. The raw data is included in this
report to allow others to conduct their own analysis.

Most importantly, the poll allows us to compare the outlook of
the voters Labour lost since 2005, with the ones they retained in
2010. This comparison is important because there is no longer a
‘core Labour’ vote based on social class. Labour’s ‘lost vote’ is
represented across the social class spectrum and the Party’s 2010
‘loyal Labour’ vote represents the second worst vote share in living
memory. 

Figure 1 Voting behaviour at the 2010 general election by social class

Con Lab LD Other Con lead Turnout Con Lab LD Turnout Con-Lab
over Lab swing

AB 44 23 27 7 21 76% +7 -4 -1 +7 5.5
C1 40 28 22 10 12 67% +1 -1 0 +3 1.0
C2 33 33 19 15 0 58% +1 -6 +1 +1 3.5
DE 32 35 13 20 -3 59% +8 -12 -4 +4 10

All 37 30 24 10 7 65% +4 -6 0 +4 5

Source: IPSOS MORI



Labour lost a share of the vote across all social classes compared
to 2005. The fall in vote share was, though, especially acute in both
working class (DE) and skilled working class voters (C2). 

Social class, on its own, is now an insufficient variable for voter
analysis. It is more instructive to consider the issues and views of the
voters that Labour lost and look for commonalities and correlations. 

Overall, the polling in this report shows us that voters who left
Labour at the last election were more likely to have views in common
with the mainstream of public opinion than with the voters that
stayed with Labour. 

People who voted Labour in 2010 are much more comfortable
with a bigger, more active state. They are less likely to see public
sector cuts as a priority and are more tolerant of immigration. 

Conversely, Labour’s lost voters, who voted for the Party in 2005
but did not vote Labour in 2010 are less likely to look favourably
upon the state, are more likely to see public sector cuts as a priority
and express discomfort with immigration.

The polling data shows (see page 21–22) that more than one in
four of the voters that Labour lost said they saw government as ‘part
of the problem not the solution,’ compared with just over one in ten
voters that Labour retained. More than half of voters who stuck by
Labour at the last election consider government to be ‘a force for
good’ but among voters that left Labour this view fell to just one in
three.

The data also shows (see page 7–8) that voters were turned off
by Labour’s main election message on the need to avoid cuts to
public services. When asked about the NHS, a third – fully 33 per
cent – of the voters that Labour retained thought the priority was to
‘avoid cuts’. Among the voters that Labour, lost that proportion was
13 per cent, just over one in ten. More than half (55 per cent) of
voters Labour lost thought that the priority should be to ‘seek
greater efficiency and end top-down control’ in the NHS, compared
to 31 per cent of voters Labour retained. While both Labour and the
Conservative Party pledged to protect NHS spending, voters who
deserted Labour at the last election felt Government spending had
reached or even breached acceptable limits. 

Our analysis shows (see page 2) that immigration was ‘a class
issue’ with social class showing the strongest correlation to concern
over immigration. Voters in the lowest social class (E) were almost
twice as likely as the highest social class (AB) – 46 per cent to 25 per
cent – to want restrictions on economic migrants. Conversely, those
in social class AB are more likely to favour an approach to
immigration based on reciprocity. There is a clear social class
gradient evident in the data.  

Immigration was a real concern for a small but significant
number of voters who deserted Labour at the last election. But the
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poll also shows (see page 1) that voters remain moderate in their
desire for border controls and are more concerned about immigrants
making a fair contribution.

Labour will need to address voters’ perceptions on immigration,
but that does not necessarily mean it needs stronger policies on
border control. Labour should position policies on housing, welfare
and employment rights in the context of the debates voters
themselves are having about immigration. If immigration becomes a
‘no go area’, the Party will remain disconnected from the electorate
at large.

Throughout this report other data shows a similar story of
disconnection with mainstream voter opinion. On this analysis,
Labour has lost the political centre-ground and will struggle at the
next election without a shift in political positioning. Labour needs to
show they are prepared to cut public spending, that they don’t think
the state is the answer to every problem and that they are prepared to
protect low paid workers against the insecurity that comes with
globalisation. 

The Party needs to be open to the verdict of the electorate and
must accept that it needs more than a change of leader to reconnect
with the voters it lost. 

The most widely held perceptions of the Labour Party from
people who voted Labour in 2005 but not in 2010 were (see page
29–32) that the Party is ‘weak’ (73 per cent), rather than strong 
(16 per cent) and ‘divided’ (72 per cent), rather than united (19 per
cent). While a change of leader might shift perceptions of 
‘weakness’ and ‘division’, the poll shows that Gordon Brown had 
a far better rating for being seen as ‘strong’ than the Party itself 
did. 

Labour’s biggest problem is being seen as ‘out of touch’. Two
thirds of voters that Labour lost at the last election said the Party
was ‘out of touch’; and 58 per cent said the Party represents ‘the
past’ rather than the future. Only 67 per cent of all Labour voters
thought Labour was ‘in touch’ while 85 per cent of Tory voters saw
the Conservatives as ‘in touch’. One in four Labour voters actually
put their cross in the box while believing Labour was ‘out of touch’.

Labour campaigned under the slogan ‘a future fair for all’. This
polling evidence shows that Labour’s campaign only half worked:
Labour did manage to deny the Tories the political territory of
‘fairness’, but it failed to stake a claim to ‘the future’.

The weekend after the 2005 General Election, Tory advertising
guru and Party co-chairman Lord Saatchi wrote that: 
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“(…) mere anger at the problems of the world we live in is not enough to
convince the voters that the Conservative Party is fit to solve them.” 



For Labour, opposition to the unfairness of the Budget and of
the public service cuts in the Comprehensive Spending Review will
be politically necessary but not politically sufficient. Labour will not
get elected again on the determination of its opposition but the
credibility of its alternative. 

Labour‘s new leader needs to face up quickly to the fact that
Labour’s brand is broken and that the Party are seen as out of touch.
The new leader needs to show they have listened to disaffected
voters, not just party members. Only by listening to the voters that
Labour lost will the party win again. 

Richard Darlington, Head of Open Left
September 2010
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Labour needs to be open to the verdict of the electorate and accept that
the Party needs more than a change of leadership to reconnect with the
voters they lost. This is the outcome of a poll commissioned by Open Left
in order to better understand the outcome of the 2010 General Election.
The poll measured current social attitudes and the public’s perception of
the main political parties. Overall, some 92,733 British adults took part
between May 5th and 21st 2010. Base sizes for each of 40 questions are in
the region of 8,300, allowing for robust analysis of different subgroups
within the population.  

Most importantly, the poll allows for a comparison of the voters that
Labour lost with those they retained in the 2010 election. It finds that there
is no longer a ‘core’ Labour vote based on social class. Instead, the 2010
‘loyal Labour’ vote represents the second worst vote share in living
memory. Labour must now listen to the voters it lost in the 2010 election if
it is to win again.


