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Introduction

The United Kingdom is sometimes regarded as the spiritual home of the single member plurality electoral system. It did after all export the system to large parts of the world. Single member plurality is by far and away most commonly used in countries that at one time or another were part of the British Empire, including the United States, Canada, India, Jamaica, and Nigeria (Reynolds, Reilly and Ellis, 2005). 

Yet the status of single member plurality within the United Kingdom itself has always been rather less assured than might be expected from its apparent status as one of the country’s principal exports (Curtice, 2003). Local elections in Great Britain have always been more commonly conducted using multi-member rather than single member plurality. Indeed until 1950 even some Commons constituencies (that is apart from university seats) were double member rather than single member seats. The Single Transferable Vote (STV) was used in elections to the Northern Ireland Parliament until 1929, in elections to Scottish local educational authorities until their abolition in 1928, and in university seats in the House of Commons until they also were abolished in 1950. Meanwhile, more recently, the UK has become a hive of innovation in electoral systems.  Since 1973 STV has once again come to be used in all elections in Northern Ireland other than those for the House of Commons, while it will also be used in local elections in Scotland from 2007. Variants of the Additional Member System have been used in elections to the new Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly since 1999, and to the new Greater London Assembly since 2000. Meanwhile in 1999 single member plurality was replaced by a regional party list system in European Parliament elections.

Indeed the only UK elections that nowadays are conducted solely using single member plurality are those to the House of Commons. Yet even its use in Commons elections has periodically come under serious challenge. Attempts to introduce a new system in 1918 only failed because the two houses of parliament could not agree on which system should replace it. Passage of another reform bill was terminated in 1931 only as a result of the premature fall of the then Labour government. Meanwhile the Labour government that came to office in 1997 was elected on a manifesto pledge to hold a referendum on an alternative system. A commission was established to recommend an alternative (which proved to be a combination of the alternative vote and an additional member system), though its report (Jenkins, 1998) was then allowed to gather dust and the referendum pledge has been quietly forgotten.


Far from being unquestioned then, the merits of single member plurality have been much debated within the UK. The debate has followed predictable lines (Schumpeter, 1976; Plant, 1991). Proponents of proportional representation have emphasised the value of having a body of legislators that accurately represents the distribution of opinions within the country at large. Doing so it is argued, helps ensure that the decisions of the legislature reflect popular preferences. Advocates of single member plurality, in contrast, have emphasised the importance of having a single member government that can be held to account for its actions. For example, in a speech to the Centre for Policy Studies in February 1998 (Hague, 1998), the then leader of the opposition Conservative party, William Hague, gave a particularly clear statement of this latter claim. He argued:-

‘The first-past-the-post system ensures that voters vest in one party the political authority it needs to govern by giving it a working majority in Parliament’

and went on to add its corollary, the power ‘to kick out the Government - as the Conservatives found out on May 1st [1997]’. Similar arguments have also been put forward by one of the leading British academic defenders of the system, Philip Norton (1997), who has argued that, ‘It facilitates though does not guarantee the return of a single party to govern’ and as a result ensures that voters also have the facility to dismiss a government.


In short, the nub of the argument in favour of single member plurality is that it ensures that governments are clearly accountable to the electorate for their actions. The supposed tendency of the system to give the winning party a majority of seats even if it does not have a majority of the votes is defended on the grounds that it ensures accountability. One party alone is responsible for what happens in government and so voters know whom to blame when things go wrong. And if voters decide at the next election that they do not like what the government has done, their verdict cannot be negated by unseemly post-electoral coalition deals.


This debate is essentially one about competing objectives, that is whether the purpose of elections is primarily to produce a representative legislature or to hold the government to account. Choosing between these two objectives is at least in part a normative question that cannot be resolved with reference to empirical evidence. One question however that we can address with empirical evidence is how well the single member plurality system achieves the objective laid down for it by its own advocates. In short, we can ask just how far the experience of single member plurality in the UK suggests that the system is a reliable means of delivering accountability. This is the question addressed by this chapter.


There has been some debate about this narrower issue in the academic literature. In particular, Norris and Crewe (1994) have argued that:- 


‘The British electoral system continues to work according to the standards of its defenders. It produces single-party governments with overall majorities capable of sustaining the government for a full parliament. The party elected to government can plan a legislative programme with confidence that it will be passed by parliament. The government knows that it will be accountable to the electorate at the next election and might be replaced by the main opposition party. Voters can continue to assume that collectively they have the power ‘to kick the rascals out’.’

In contrast Curtice and Steed (1982; 1986) claimed that while single member plurality might have operated in conformity with the expectations of its advocates in the immediate post-war period, by the 1970s changes in the geography of party support had undermined the ability of the system to generate a safe overall majority for the largest party. They argued (Curtice and Steed, 1986: 220):-

‘[Single member plurality’s] tendency to exaggerate the lead of the Conservatives over Labour or vice versa at Westminster elections has all but disappeared. The continued use of the single member plurality system now seems likely to produce hung parliaments…..The traditional defence of that system has been rendered unconvincing’

A glance at recent election results does not, however, immediately offer support to either position.  On the one hand in February 1974 no party succeeded in winning an overall majority while the majorities obtained in October 1974 and 1992 proved to be insufficient for the government to retain an overall majority throughout its life. On the other hand in each of 1983, 1987, 1997 and 2001, a government was elected with a three figure majority. Evidently we are going to have to look at the UK experience a little more closely in order to ascertain whose position provides the more accurate characterisation.  We will do so by tackling three key topics, the degree to which the system awards the winning party a bonus in the distribution of seats, whether in so doing the system is unbiased, and how far it succeeds in denting third parties representation.

Seats and Votes: The Cube Law

Any defence of single member plurality should be based on more than the accidents of history. As the first report of the Plant Commission (the internal Labour party body whose deliberations eventually led to the promise of a referendum) put it:-

‘There has to be some rational and predictable relation between votes and seats if there is to be a defence of first-past-the-post as a legitimate system even on its own assumptions, never mind those who hold to a more proportional point of view. For a very long period it was thought that there was indeed a predictable relationship between votes and seats - the relationship known as the ‘Cube Law’ (Plant, 1991)’


The ‘cube law’ to which the Plant Report referred is a statement of the relationship between seats and votes for the top two parties under the single member plurality system. It states that if the top two parties divide their votes between them in the ratio A:B, the seats that they win will be divided in the ratio A3:B3 (Butler, 1951; Gudgin and Taylor, 1979: Taagepera and Shugart, 1989). In practice this means that, at results close to an even distribution of the vote, a party that gains 1% of the vote should secure an extra 3% of the seats. Thus it can be seen how according to the law the lead of the largest party is exaggerated in the allocation of seats. So long as the system also discriminates against third parties – either by failing to reward the votes they win with seats or else by discouraging voters from supporting them in the first place (Duverger, 1964) – this feature should ensure that a single party government has a safe overall majority and is thus clearly accountable to the electorate.


Kendall and Stuart (1951) demonstrated, however, that the cube law only operated so long as the geographical distribution of the vote cast for the top two parties conformed to certain conditions. In particular they showed that the distribution of that vote across constituencies should be approximately normal with a standard deviation of 13.7. It can also be shown that in the event that the two parties have identical shares of the vote across the country as a whole this condition means that the Conservative share of the vote for Conservative and Labour combined should lie within the range 45%-55% in around 30% of constituencies (Curtice and Steed, 1982). Such seats can be defined as ‘marginal seats’.


Curtice and Steed’s analyses focused on whether those preconditions were still in place. One advantage of this approach is that it enables us to examine not simply whether the particular outcome of any election did or did not conform to the cube law, but rather whether, given the geographical distribution of the vote at that election, the cube law would have operated for any overall division of the vote between Conservative and Labour at that election, not just the particular division that actually obtained. In short it establishes not just whether the actual election results conformed to the cube law (which they might have done by accident) but rather whether there was a predictable general relationship between votes and seats that conformed to the stipulations of the cube law.


Table 1 provides some descriptive statistics about the characteristics of the geographical distribution of the Conservative and Labour vote (the ‘two-party vote’) at each election between 1955 and 2005.  We show the standard deviation of the distribution and, in order to assess how far the two-party vote is normally distributed, the kurtosis. A negative kurtosis indicates that the distribution contains fewer cases in its middle than would be true of a normal distribution. We also show the number and proportion of seats that can be defined as ‘marginal’ according to the definition given above. Note that in the case of four elections, 1970, 1979, 1992 and 2001, two sets of figures are given. This is because new constituency boundaries were introduced after these elections (in the case of 2001, only in Scotland). The second set of figures for these four elections (labelled ‘NT’ for ‘notional’) are estimates of what the distribution of the two-party vote would have been if the new constituency boundaries had been in place.
 By comparing the actual and ‘notional’ statistics for these four elections we can see that in fact boundary redrawing has had little impact on the shape of the distribution. 


The table shows that in the 1950s and 1960s the geographical distribution of the two-party vote did indeed more or less meet the requirements that have to be satisfied for the cube law to operate. The standard deviation was close to 13.7, the kurtosis was only slightly negative, and nearly 30% of seats were ‘marginal’. But by February 1974 there were one-third fewer marginal seats while by 1983 the proportion had halved. Indeed as Curtice and Steed (1986) pointed out, by 1983 the number of marginal seats had fallen to such a level that the electoral system was coming close to being proportional in its relative treatment of the two largest parties.
 At the same time the standard deviation of party support was much higher than before and the kurtosis substantially negative. 


Table 1 Changing Distribution of Two-Party Vote 1955-2005




Marginals

Standard Deviation
Kurtosis




No.

%

1955


166

27.2

13.5


-0.25

1959


157

25.7

13.8


-0.29

1964


166

27.3

14.1


-0.45

1966


155

25.6

13.8


-0.46

1970


149

24.5

14.3


-0.27

1970(NT)

149

24.3

14.3


-0.30

1974(Feb.)

119

19.9

16.1


-0.68

1974(Oct.)

 98

16.4

16.8


-0.82

1979


108

17.8

16.9


-0.87

1979(NT)

108

17.8

16.6


-0.91

1983


 80

13.2

20.0


-1.05

1987


 87

14.4

21.4


-1.03

1992


 98

16.1

20.2


-1.03

1992(NT)

 97

15.7

20.2


-1.04

1997


114

19.6

18.1


-0.85

2001


114

19.7

18.3


-0.82

2001(NT)

115

20.2

18.1


-0.78

2005


104

18.8

19.7


-0.96

Marginal Seat: Seat where Conservative share of two-party vote - (Overall Conservative of two-party vote -50%) lies within the range 45% -55% 

NT: Notional results based on estimates of what the outcome would have been if that election had been fought on the new constituency boundaries that were introduced at the subsequent election.

Two-party vote: Votes case for Conservative and Labour combined

Table based on seats won by Conservative and Labour at that election.


The reason for this fall in the number of marginal seats was quite simple. Between 1955 and 1983, Labour’s vote became increasingly concentrated in northern Britain, while Conservative support acquired an increasingly southern flavour. This is illustrated in the first row of Table 2, which shows for three time periods the degree to which the swing in each part of the country varied from the trend across the country as a whole. In addition to this north/south pattern, urban seats became relatively more Labour, rural ones more Conservative (Curtice and Steed, 1986). As a result of both these patterns the country gradually divided into two sharply contrasting halves, leaving fewer and fewer constituencies to be competitive between the two main parties.


But Table 1 also indicates that the decline in the number of marginal seats was stemmed and indeed somewhat reversed after 1983. However, the number still remains well short of the proportion that obtained in the 1950s and 1960s. Since 1992 it has hovered at a little under two-thirds of the proportion required to sustain a cube law, meaning in fact that at least so far as any result close to an even division of the Conservative and Labour vote is concerned something like a ‘square law’ now applies.

The explanation for this reversal is reasonably straightforward. As can be seen in the second row of Table 2, the swing back to Labour between 1987 and 1997 was generally much higher in the southern half of the country, where the party was previously weak, than it was in the northern half, where it previously strong.
 Even so, only around a third of the gap that had opened up between the North of England and the South over the previous thirty years was reversed. Meanwhile since 1997 there has been a tendency if anything, for the gap to open up again somewhat.
, Britain’s electoral geography and thus the way its electoral system can be expected to operate, is still very different from what it was in the 1950s.



Table 2 Long-Term Variation in Swing



South of


North of



England
Midlands
England
Scotland
Wales

1955-87
 +8.9

 +5.9

 -8.6

-19.1

 +0.6

1987-97
 -2.6

 -2.3

 +1.9

 +7.4

 +2.0

1997-2005
 +1.1

 +1.1

 -0.9

 -4.7

 +1.5

This table shows difference between the mean two-party swing (defined as the change in the Conservative share of the vote cast for the Conservatives and Labour) in each region as defined in Curtice and Steed (1982) and the mean swing across Great Britain as a whole.. 


Seats and Votes: The Seats-Votes Ratio

Norris and Crewe, in contrast, use three different ways of looking at the relationship between seats and votes. First, they examine the extent to which the actual outcome at each election deviated from the expectations of the cube law. Second, they undertake a regression analysis across elections of the relationship between seats and votes for the government party (Tufte, 1973). Third, they calculate the ratio between seats and votes for all parties. In fact their analysis using the first two of these approaches largely supports the claim that the exaggerative quality of the electoral system has declined.
 Only the third raises some doubt, so it is that approach on which we will concentrate here.




Table 3 Seats-votes ratio, 1945-2005





Govt

Opp.

Lib

Other





ratio

ratio

ratio

ratio


1945


1.28

0.83

0.21

1.15


1950


1.09

1.10

0.15

0.36


1951


1.07

0.97

0.38

0.83


1955


1.10

0.95

0.33

0.25


1959


1.17

0.94

0.15

0.22


1964


1.14

1.11

0.13

0.00


1966


1.20

0.96

0.22

0.13


1970


1.13

1.06

0.13

0.33

Mean 45-70


1.15

0.99

0.21

0.41


1974 (Feb)

1.27

1.23

0.11

0.64


1974 (Oct)

1.28

1.22

0.11

0.37


1979


1.22

1.15

0.12

0.59


1983


1.44

1.17

0.14

0.76


1987


1.37

1.14

0.15

0.84


1992


1.23

1.22

0.17

0.64

Mean  74-92


1.30

1.19

0.14

0.75


1997


1.47

0.82

0.43

0.42


2001


1.54

0.79

0.43

0.46


2005


1.56

0.95

0.44

0.45

Mean  97-05


1.52

0.85

0.43

0.44

Source: Norris and Crewe (1994) updated and corrected by the author.


Table 3 replicates and updates Norris and Crewe’s analysis.
 The seats-votes ratio is simply the percentage of the seats won by a party divided by the percentage of the votes it obtained. In the first column this statistic is shown for whichever party formed the government immediately after that election, while in the second column the same statistic is shown for the principal opposition party. The statistic in the third column on the other hand, is always for the same party, viz. the Liberal party and its successors
 while the fourth column is based on the seats and votes won by all other parties and candidates combined.


The reason why the table appears to question our claim that the system has lost its exaggerative quality is clear. Between 1945 and 1970 the ratio of seats to votes won by the winning party was on average just 1.15. Between 1974 and 1992 in contrast this average rose to 1.30. And to cap it all across the last three elections it has been even higher at 1.52. On this evidence the system appears to be even more able now to produce a winner’s bonus than it was in the early 1950s when the cube law was first brought forward in defence of first-past-the-post.


Why might we prefer the seats-votes ratio as a means of understanding and analysing the operation of the single member plurality electoral system? Norris and Crewe offer two reasons. The first is that the measure has ‘the advantages [sic] of simplicity and comprehensiveness’. Neither simplicity nor comprehensiveness is however, of much use if it is achieved at the expense of appropriateness. Their second reason though is more telling. They argue that ‘since the government requires a working majority of seats in Parliament over all other parties’, it is the advantage that the system gives to the government over all other parties which matters most, not just that which it gives to the government over the opposition party.


But this second reason is not, of course, a justification for all of the various ratios in Table 3. Rather it is a justification for the government seats-votes ratio alone. Indeed, we should note that other of the ratios in the table do suggest that the exaggerative quality of the system declined after 1970. Between February 1974 and 1992 the seats-votes ratio for the opposition party was also consistently higher than it had been previously. Indeed, the rise in the seats-votes ratio for the opposition party was rather greater than it had been for the government, indicating that there was during this period a decline in the ability of the system to exaggerate the lead of the government over the main opposition party. On the other hand, since 1997 at least, the opposition seats-votes ratio has fallen back once more.


How might we account for the apparent long-run increase in the government seats-votes ratio and the rises and falls in the equivalent opposition statistic? One possibility suggested by Table 3, is that part of the answer at least lies in how the electoral system treats third parties. We might note in particular that the system appears to have discriminated against the main third party, the Liberals, to a greater extent between 1974 and 1992 than it had done previously. So perhaps the reason why both the government and the opposition ratios increased during that period is that the electoral system became more effective at discriminating against third parties, thereby compensating for its reduced ability to exaggerate the lead of the largest party over the second party.


Alas there are two flaws in this argument. The first is that prior to 1974 the seats-ratio for the Liberals is significantly affected by the fact that the party commonly failed in this period to fight half or more of the constituencies. In so doing they reduced their share of the national vote without reducing their number of seats. As a result Norris and Crewe’s seats-votes ratio seriously underestimates the extent to which the system mechanically discriminated against the Liberals prior to 1974. On the basis of Steed (1979)’s estimates of what share of the vote would have been won by the Liberals at each election between 1945 and 1970 if they had fought all the constituencies, the average seats-votes ratio for the Liberals averaged 0.11 in this period, not 0.21. 
Thus even when writing about the February 1974 to 1992 period Norris and Crewe were wrong to conclude that ‘the centre parties have been increasingly penalised by the system’.


In any event, whatever was true of the 1974 to 1992 period, the electoral system has been markedly less effective since 1997 in discriminating against the Liberal Democrats. Over the last three elections their seats-votes ratio has reached an all time high of 0.43. Indeed, at 62, their total tally of seats was higher in 2005 than at any time since 1923.  Overall, no less than 14% of all MPs elected in 2005 represent parties other than Labour or the Conservatives. In short, there is now reason to question how effective single member plurality actually is at delivering its most commonly cited characteristic of all – ensuring that third parties are largely denied representation. This is a change to which we will return later in this chapter. For now we but note that while the increase in the Liberal Democrat ratio since 1997 might plausibly account for the decline in the opposition ratio, it renders the further increase in the government ratio yet more perplexing.


So how can we explain the increase in the government ratio? In part it can be accounted for by another problem with the seats-votes ratio. We can show that the seats-votes ratio for the government party will automatically rise simply as a result of an increase in the size of the Liberal vote (which was generally higher after 1974 than it had been beforehand) even if there were not any change in the Liberal seats-votes ratio. We can see this by comparing the outcomes of two simple simulations. 

First, we assume that each party wins the shares of the vote they actually obtained in 1955. We then also assume that (i) the distribution of seats between Conservative and Labour is in line with the expectations of the cube law and (ii) the Liberals win the number of seats they actually won in 1955 (and thus that their seats-votes ratio is also as it actually was on that occasion).
 On these assumptions, the winning party, the Conservatives, with 49.3% of the vote, would have won 324 seats, or 52.9% of the total, thereby producing a seats/votes ratio of 1.07, close to the 1.10 that actually occurred.


We now change the scenario in just one simple respect. We assume that the Liberals secure the 26% of the vote they actually obtained in 1983, the highest share obtained by Britain’s main third party in any general election since 1945. But at the same time we assume that the Conservatives’ share of the vote cast for Conservative and Labour combined is exactly the same as it was in 1955. This means that the Conservatives are assumed to win 37.4% of the vote. And crucially we also assume that the cube law still operates and that the Liberal seats/votes ratio is unchanged from the 0.33 figure that pertained in 1955. In short we assume that the relative strength of the Conservative and Labour parties is unchanged, together with both the exaggerative quality of the electoral system and the degree to which it discriminates against third parties. Yet despite the fact that the way in which the electoral system operates is exactly as it was in our first scenario, we now find that the Conservative seats-votes ratio would be no less than 1.29.


The explanation is of course quite simple. The absolute number of seats which are ‘denied’ to a party with a seats-votes ratio of 0.33 is far greater if that party’s vote is 26% than if it is 3%. The resulting spoils are shared between the remaining parties, including the government, whose seats-votes ratio rises as a result. Yet nothing has changed in the way in which the electoral system operates. In short changes in the seats-votes ratio can simply be the product of fluctuations in the popularity of the parties rather than represent changes in the way in which the electoral system is working.


Indeed, this point holds true even if the third party vote is unchanged. Using the seats-votes ratio to evaluate the operation of the first-past-the-post electoral system implies an expectation that the degree to which the system favours or discriminates against a party will be a linear function of its popularity. Thus, for example, irrespective of whether the government wins 45% of the vote or 55% the measure anticipates that its share of seats will be the same multiple of its vote share. Yet if the cube law (or indeed any other power law) is in operation this will not be the case.


We can see this by again comparing two scenarios based on the 1955 and 1983 outcomes. Remember that if the cube law had been in operation in 1955 while everything else was as it was, the seats-votes ratio for the government would have been 1.07. Now we assume that the Conservatives’ share of the vote cast for Conservative and Labour was it was in 1983, while everything else (including the cube law and the seats and votes won by the Liberals) is unchanged. Under these conditions the Conservative vote share of 58.5% would have garnered them 77.7% of the seats, thereby producing a seats-votes ratio of 1.33. 


Again the way the electoral system operates has not changed, but the seats-votes ratio has, simply because it is influenced by changes in the popularity of the parties. And given that since 1979 the share of the two-party vote won by the government has averaged 56.3%, compared with only 51.8% in the period between 1945 and 1974, this helps explain why the government seats-votes ratio has been much higher at recent elections. It also incidentally helps explain why hung parliaments have not been so common over the last two decades as Curtice and Steed (1982, 1986) had anticipated.

Distinguishing Exaggeration and Bias


There is, however, one further important difficulty with the government seats-votes ratio, an appreciation of which helps explain why that ratio has been yet higher since 1997. Its value is influenced by two very different aspects of the way in which single member plurality treats the top two parties. One aspect is the degree to which the system exaggerates the lead of the largest party over the second party, irrespective of who that winning party is. This is the feature that the cube law attempts to model and lies at the heart of the defence of the electoral system. The other is electoral bias. By bias we do not mean (as Norris and Crewe misleadingly use the term) that the system gives a party a higher share of seats than it won votes, but rather that it gives one winning party a higher share of the seats for any given share of the vote cast for the top two parties than it would have given the other party if it had won that same share.


The distinction is crucial in any assessment of the ability of single member plurality system to enable the electorate to hold the government accountable. On the one hand, the greater the exaggerative quality of the electoral system, the more it helps to hold governments accountable. A high exaggerative quality implies that even if the government currently has a large majority, the opposition can anticipate being similarly swept into majority power on the basis of a relatively small lead in votes. In contrast, the greater the degree of electoral bias, the less it helps to hold governments accountable. If the current government is treated more favourably by the electoral system than the principal opposition party would be in similar circumstances, the opposition faces an important obstacle in its task of trying to unseat the government. Most seriously of all, it might find that it secures fewer seats that its main rival even if it manages to win more votes.


Recent elections have in the UK have in fact demonstrated that not only is the exaggerative quality of the electoral system contingent upon the geographical distribution of party support but so also is the existence of electoral bias. As a result of changes in that distribution such bias has become a significant feature of how single member plurality has operated at recent elections.  It is a development that has made it even less credible to argue that the system ‘continues to work to the standards of its defenders’.

The History of Bias


Electoral bias was in fact recognised as an issue in some of David Butler’s early writing on the electoral system. For while Butler argued that the system largely conformed to the cube law, he also identified a clear bias against Labour, a bias that appeared to be crucial in 1951 when the Conservatives won a majority of seats despite winning fewer votes than Labour (Butler, 1951; Butler 1952; Butler 1963).
 But thereafter interest in electoral bias the academic literature declined, despite the fact that in February 1974 the tables were turned when Labour won more seats than the Conservatives despite securing fewer votes. Only recently have any comprehensive studies of electoral bias in the post-war period appeared (see Curtice and Steed, 1992; Mortimore, 1992; Rossiter et al, 1998; Blau, 2001; Johnston et al 2002; Johnston et al, 2006). 


Electoral bias can arise from two main sources (Johnston, 1979). The first of these is that a party’s vote might be concentrated in relatively small constituencies. One obvious reason why this might be the case is because the electorate in the seats won by one party is on average smaller than the electorate in the seats won by the other. But this is not the only possibility. Electoral bias will also appear if the turnout in the seats won by one party is systematically smaller than the turnout in the seats won by the other. It will also occur if third parties win more votes in the seats won by one party rather than the other, as this also effectively reduces the size of the constituency so far as the top two parties are concerned.


The second main potential source of bias that can arise is if one party’s vote is more efficiently distributed than that of its main opponent. The only votes that help contribute towards the election of a candidate are those that enable him or her to secure one more vote than whoever comes second. Any votes secured above that number are surplus to requirements and would be better employed in a different constituency enabling another of the party’s candidates to come first. And of course any votes that go to candidates that do not come first are wasted (Johnston, 1979). So if one party uses more votes winning seats by a narrow majority than does its principal opponents while at the same time wasting fewer votes building up large majorities or in coming a good second, it can expect to secure a larger number of seats for any given share of the vote.


The actual incidence of these two sources of bias can be measured using a couple of simple summary statistics whose value for this purpose was first identified by Soper & Rydon (1958).
 To measure the first source of bias we compare the overall share of the combined Conservative and Labour vote that went to the Conservatives with the average (mean) of the same statistic in all constituencies. If a party has a higher proportion of its votes concentrated in ‘smaller’ constituencies, then its average constituency vote will be higher than its overall vote. Meanwhile to measure the second source of bias we compare the mean constituency vote with the median. If a party’s vote is more efficiently distributed than that of its opponents, its vote in the median constituency will be higher than its mean vote. After all, if a party gets more than 50% of the vote in half the seats it has almost secured an overall majority, even if across the country as a whole its share of the vote is less than 50%.





Table 4. Measures of Bias 1955-2005






Con % two-party vote





Mean-
Median-

Median-





Overall
Mean


Overall


1955


+0.3

+0.6


+0.9


1959


+0.4

+0.8


+1.2


1964


+0.1

+0.4


+0.5


1966


-0.3

+0.2


-0.1


1970


-0.9

+0.8


-0.1


1970(NT)

-0.1

+0.5


+0.4


1974 (Feb)

-0.1

-0.5


-0.5


1974 (Oct)

-0.3

+1.4


+1.1


1979


-0.7

-0.5


-1.2


1979(NT)

-0.1

+0.9


+0.9


1983


-0.5

+1.7


+1.2


1987


-0.8

+1.4


+0.6


1992


-1.2

-0.0


-1.2


1992 (NT)

-0.2

-0.7


-0.9


1997


-0.4

-1.6


-2.0


2001


-1.4

-1.5


-2.9


2001 (NT)

-1.1

-1.4


-2.5


2005


-2.1

-1.1


-3.2

NT: Notional results based on estimates of what the outcome would have been if that election had been fought on the new constituency boundaries that were introduced at the subsequent election.

Two-party vote: Votes case for Conservative and Labour combined

Figures based on all seats in Great Britain. Northern Ireland is excluded.

 
Table 4 gives details of these two measures for each election since 1955, together with notional estimates for those elections that occurred immediately before a boundary change. As can be seen from the far right hand column, which shows their combined effect, between 1955 and 1992 the electoral system only occasionally exhibited anything other than mild bias. But at the last three elections it has shown substantial bias towards the winner of those elections, Labour. Here, we begin to get some inkling of how it was possible for the government seats-votes ratio to be so high since 1997 despite the decline in the exaggerative power of the system.


Both sources of bias have in fact gradually shifted in Labour’s favour.  In the first three elections examined here the Conservative vote was slightly more likely to be concentrated in smaller constituencies. At this time (but not later) the party was relatively successful in Scotland (where constituencies are smaller than in England; see McLean, 1995) while in its 1954 review (but not in any thereafter) the English Boundary Commission systematically favoured the creation of smaller constituencies in rural areas where the Conservatives were relatively strong. But during the post-war period Britain’s population has gradually been moving out of the (increasingly) Labour voting cities and into rural areas, with the result that Labour constituencies have gradually become smaller than their Conservative counterparts. While, as the table shows, each boundary review (including the one implemented in 2005 that reduced the number of now predominantly Labour Scottish constituencies) has served to correct this factor, Labour has been at least marginally advantaged from differences in constituency size at every election since 1966. This is in part because each boundary review has been out of date by the time it has been implemented and in part because turnout has tended to be lower in inner-city Labour seats than in rural Conservative ones. Indeed this difference in   turnout has become increasingly wide since 1992 (Curtice and Steed, 1992; Curtice and Steed, 1997; Curtice and Steed, 2001; Curtice, Fisher and Steed, 2005).


Meanwhile, changes in the relative efficiency of the two-parties’ votes have been even more dramatic. Until the February 1974 election, Labour’s vote was always less effectively distributed than that of the Conservatives. This was because the party wasted more votes than the Conservatives piling up large majorities in some of its safest seats (Butler, 1963). But in the February 1974 election Labour did relatively badly in places where it was already weak thanks to a tactical (or strategic) squeeze on their vote in such places by the Liberals, with the result that the party wasted fewer votes coming second or third (Steed, 1974). Although the previous pattern subsequently tended to reassert itself, further elections confirmed that it was by no means immutable. In both 1979 and in 1992, Labour again performed distinctly better in marginal constituencies than elsewhere. Meanwhile in 1997 it consistently performed better in any kind of seat being defended by the Conservatives than in seats it already held (Curtice and Steed, 1997). This last development in particular decisively transformed the relative efficiency of the two parties’ votes to Labour’s advantage, an advantage that was only partially reversed in 2005.


In short, recent experience in the UK has demonstrated that the presence or absence of electoral bias under single member plurality, and the partisan direction of any such bias, is also neither guaranteed nor immutable. Rather, just as we argued in respect of the exaggerative quality of the system, the absence of electoral bias is clearly contingent on the geographical distribution of party support (see also Curtice, 1992; Curtice and Steed. 1992; Curtice and Steed, 1997;  Curtice, 2001; Curtice and Steed, 2001; Curtice, Fisher and Steed, 2005; Rossiter et al, 1998; Johnston et al, 2002; Johnston et al, 2006). Moreover, given that the exaggerative quality of the system continues to be relatively weak the impact of the electoral bias that has emerged at recent elections has proven to be politically significant.


Consider first of all the experience of 1992-97 parliament. Far from producing a single-party government with an overall majority ‘capable of sustaining the executive for a full parliament’ and able to ‘plan a legislative programme with confidence that it will be passed by parliament’ (Norris and Crewe, 1994), the pro-Labour bias that began to emerge at that election helped ensure that the Conservative government had an overall majority of just 21,
 a figure that proved insufficient to withstand subsequent losses occasioned by both by-election defeats and defections. The government eventually formally lost its majority in November 1996, six months before the end of the parliament (Butler and Kavanagh, 1997). But thanks to divisions within its own ranks, the government’s control of the Commons had weakened well before then. On more than one occasion its ability to secure the passage of legislation depended on its ability to strike a deal or understanding with one or more of the minority parties.
 And the government decided not to introduce some legislation, such as the privatisation of the Post Office, at all because it could not be sure of securing its passage. In short, Norris and Crewe’s claims that the electoral system still delivered what its defenders claim of it was being undermined at just the very moment they were writing.


The potential importance of electoral bias was further underlined by the outcome of the 2005 election. Here the effect of bias was to ensure the government had a majority when otherwise it might well not have had one. Indeed given the large representation secured by third parties at that election together with the fact that Labour won only 52.1% of the two-party vote, Labour would not have secured an overall majority at all even if those seats won by Conservative and Labour had been divided between them in accordance with the cube law - Labour would have been left with just 312 seats. Meanwhile there appears to be a distinct possibility that electoral bias could deny the Conservatives a majority in future even if they should secure a lead in votes. As Curtice, Fisher and Steed (2005) demonstrate, if the existing electoral geography were to remain in force at the next election, the Conservatives would need a lead of no less than 11.8 points simply in order to secure an overall majority of one. Labour in contrast could be one point behind the Conservatives and still win an overall majority, while Labour could be up to 6.4 points behind the Conservatives and still win more seats than them.
 There is evidently a distinct possibility that the existing Labour government might be able to retain power even if it no longer had a lead in terms of popular support. Any such outcome would clearly undermine any defence of the system in terms of accountability.

Third Parties


We have already had reason to note in this chapter a further change that seems to have occurred in the way that single member plurality operates in the UK. This is that it no longer seems to be as effective at denying third parties, and especially the Liberal Democrats, representation. There have in truth always been limitations to the ability of the system to discriminate against third parties. Far smaller parties than the Liberals, such as Plaid Cymru, the Welsh nationalist party, and the Unionists in Northern Ireland have often been able to secure more or less their proportionate share of seats (Curtice and Steed, 1982; 1986). This is because their vote is highly geographically concentrated. This suggests that in this respect too the way that single member plurality operates is contingent on the geography of party support (Gudgin and Taylor, 1979).

Still whatever was true of some very small parties at least, as we saw in Table 3, the Liberals and their successors used consistently to find it very difficult indeed to translate votes into seats. Even in 1983 when the party won just 2% less of the vote than the then opposition Labour party, it won little more than one tenth as many seats. But in the three elections since and including1997 the Liberal Democrats have won 46, 52 and 62 seats respectively, totals that the party had not previously reached since the 1920s. This is despite the fact that at 17%, 19% and then 23% respectively
, their share of the vote never reached the 26% obtained by the Liberal/SDP Alliance in 1983.


Again, changing electoral geography is key. This can be seen in Table 5, which shows the standard deviation of support for the three main parties at each election since February 1974, that is the first post-war election at which the Liberals fought most constituencies. This demonstrates that in fact in 1983, when the SDP-Liberal Alliance achieved its highest ever share of the vote, the party’s support was even more geographically evenly spread than it had been previously (Curtice and Steed, 1984). But while it continues to be more geographically evenly spread than either the Conservative or the Labour vote, since 1992 the Liberal Democrat vote has consistently been geographically more concentrated than it ever was in the 1970s or 1980s. 



Table 5 Standard Deviation of Party Vote Shares 1974-2005





Con

Lab

LD


1974 (Feb.)

10.5

15.7

 7.8


1974 (Oct.)

12.1

15.2

 8.3


1979


12.4

16.0

 8.2


1979(NT)

12.3

15.5

 7.7


1983


13.2

15.7

 7.3


1987


14.5

17.8

 8.9


1992


14.0

17.8

10.1


1992(NT)

13.9

17.7

 9.8


1997


12.2

17.9

10.9


2001


13.1

16.6

11.0


2001(NT)

13.0

16.6

11.0


2005


14.0

15.1

10.4



There is though a second feature of the geography of the Liberal Democrat vote that also helps account for the party’s relative success at the last three elections. The party tends to perform more strongly in areas where the Conservatives do relatively well.
 For example, at the 1997 election, the Conservatives were second in no less than 39 of the 46 seats won by the Liberal Democrats while Labour were second in just 6. As a result the electoral system was likely to be more effective at discriminating against the Liberal Democrats when the Conservatives are relatively strong than when they are weak. The fact that the Conservatives secured on average just 32% of the vote in the three elections between 1997 and 2005, compared with 43% on 1983, thus also helps explain why the Liberal Democrats have found it somewhat easier to win seats at recent elections.


In any event, recent experience of single member plurality in the United Kingdom has demonstrated that the system cannot necessarily be relied upon to discriminate heavily against third parties. Rather this feature too is contingent upon the geography of party support. And equally here too changes in that geography have helped ensure that the system no longer works as its advocates suggest it does,

Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that there have been important and profound changes in the way in which the single-member plurality electoral system has operated in the post-war period in the UK. In the early 1950s the system could be defended on the grounds that it ensured that governments were accountable to the electorate. The exaggerative quality of the system largely conformed to the expectations of the cube law while the system clearly discriminated against third parties. The only mild problem was that it appeared to treat the Conservatives a little more favourably than Labour.


This picture has now been eroded in virtually all respects (see also Blau, 2004). First, the exaggerative quality of the system has declined significantly. True, the decline has been stemmed and reversed somewhat at recent elections, but the exaggerative quality of the system is still well below that which pertained in the 1950s. Second, the system now exhibits a major bias in favour of Labour such that there is no guarantee that the party with most votes will secure most seats. Third, not only have small nationalist parties been regularly represented in the House of Commons since the 1970s, but now the system has become less effective at discriminating against the Liberal Democrats. 

Each of these developments has occurred because of changes in the electoral geography of party support. They have demonstrated that the characteristics of the single member system that are meant to ensure that it enables governments are held accountable to the electorate are not inherent features of the system at all. They are contingent on geography. The system thus clearly fails Plant’s test that it should exhibit a ‘predictable relationship between votes and seats’. As a result not only does the system not generate a representative legislature, it also cannot be relied upon to help keep governments accountable to their voters.
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� The estimates for 1979 can be found in BBC/ITN (1983), those for 1992 in Rallings and Thrasher (1995), and those for 2001 in Denver, Rallings and Thrasher (2004).


� This position would be reached if there were only 60 marginal seats.


� In contrast, there has not been any variation in the swing between urban and rural seats between 1987 and 1997. Note that between 1992 and 1997 the difference in swing between the North and the South appears for the most part to have been a by-product of a general tendency for Conservative support to fall generally where its support was previously strongest irrespective of geographical location, and not a genuinely regional movement. The implications for the operation of the electoral system are however exactly the same. For further details see Curtice and Steed (1997).


� The Conservatives also performed relatively well in rural seats between 1997 and 2001. See Curtice and Steed (2001): 314-5. 


�  We would note however that both measures are unable to distinguish between the impact of the exaggerative quality of the electoral system and that of electoral bias as defined below. Even so, it is worth noting that even in 1997 when it benefited from significant electoral bias, Labour still fell 11 seats short of the expectations of the cube law. The Tufte regression method also falls foul all of the other criticism of the seats/votes ratio that we make here, viz. that it assumes a linear relationship between votes and seats. Meanwhile neither method can tell us whether the cube law is a generalisable law that would pertain for all divisions of the national vote.


� We have however taken the opportunity to make a correction to the Other ration in 1992 which is reported as 0.00. Give that both the SNP and Plaid Cymru won seats on that occasion, let alone the Northern Ireland parties, this must be a mistake. The error also affects calculation of the mean for 1974-92. From inspection it appears that Norris/Crewe’s calculations are based on the United Kingdom and that is the practice we have adopted for 1997.


� The Liberal party fought the 1983 and 1987 elections in an electoral pact with the Social Democrat Party (SDP), the two parties fighting under the banner of the SDP-Liberal Alliance. By 1992 the two parties had merged into a new party known as the Liberal Democrats.


� To simplify matters we also exclude Northern Ireland.


� The Conservatives would win 299 seats, 48.4% of the total. Note therefore that despite the rise in the government seats-votes ratio the system would not have given the Conservatives an overall majority. The government seats-votes ratio is not therefore a reliable guide to the ability of the system to deliver the majority over all other parties, the characteristic on which Norris and Crewe themselves place such importance in advocating the use of their statistic.


� The picture is though somewhat clouded by the fact that four Unionist candidates were returned unopposed in Northern Ireland, thereby depressing the Conservative total, while the party also failed to fight eight seats on the mainland. These might have been sufficient to account for the Conservative deficit of just over 130,000 votes.


� Of course this only remains true for so long as the third party does not win the seat. Then votes cast for any other party are wasted. This factor is not considered in detail here. Rossiter et al (1998) demonstrate that this came increasingly to disadvantage the Conservative party as not only has the number of seats won by third parties increased, but so also has their concentration in seats that would otherwise be won by the Conservatives. There was though some reversal of this pattern in 2005 (Johnston et al, 20006).


� For a more elaborate analysis using the method developed by Brookes (1960) and distinguishing between the various contributions towards the first source of bias see Rossiter et al (1998); Johnston et al (1999),  Johnston et al (2002), and Johnston et al (2006). Their substantive conclusions do not differ from ours.


� Labour’s advantage would be even greater but for the fact that the third-party vote has (until 2005 at least increasingly) been concentrated in seats won by the Conservatives.


� If the geography of party support had been the same as it was in 1987, the Conservatives would have had a majority of 59.. Meanwhile if the cube law had still been in operation their majority would have been no less than 129.


� And note that these deals and understandings usually involved not the Liberal Democrats, but the Ulster Unionists. As Curtice and Steed (1982) argued, the existing system makes it more likely that very small parties will have the opportunity to exert leverage over the government than would be the case under any system of proportional representation.


� In practice some of the current electoral bias will be removed at the next election when new constituency boundaries are due to be implemented in England and Wales. However, this will far from remove all of the bias. See Curtice, Fishsre and teed (2005) for a more extended discussion.


� These figures represent their sharre of the vote in Great Britain, that is the United Kingdom excluding Northern Ireland whose constituencies the Liberal Democrats did not contest.


� This though became less true in 2005 when the party advanced most strongly in areas where Labour were previously strong, enabling the party to capture more than twice as many seats from Labour as it had done in the whole of the previous post-war period (Curtice, Fisher and Steed, 2005).
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