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Introduction 

 
In the 2005 general election the performance of the Liberal Democrats had 
been hailed, initially at least, as a historic achievement for a third party in 
British politics1. The party took nearly a quarter of the public vote and won 62 
seats gaining seats from both Conservative and Labour incumbents. On closer 
inspection however it was clear that the nature of the Liberal Democrat’s 
performance was probably less impressive and certainly more politically 
uneven. Gaining 23% of the vote was actually less impressive than the 1987 
performance of the Liberal-SDP Alliance (a result so poorly received that it 
precipitated the formal merger of the two Alliance partners) and while 2005 
saw the Liberal Democrats mount a systematic challenge in Labour seats for 
the first time, the party was harmed by a Conservative revival in many seats 
that the Liberal Democrats had hoped to retain or even win from the Tories. 
Prior to the election campaign the Liberal Democrats had allowed talk to 
flourish of their ‘decapitation strategy’ which sought to target high profile 
Conservative MPs in marginal seats. In the event however the high profile 
Conservatives not only held on but increased their margin of victory over the 
Liberal Democrat challengers. Furthermore the party discovered that their 
asymmetric policy appeal had repercussions in a national election campaign. 
(See Russell, 2005, Fiedlhouse and Cutts, 2006, Fieldhouse et al.2006). 
 
The 2005 contest did mark a key opportunity for the Liberal Democrats. The 
contemporary version of Britain’s third party was formed in 1988 and had 
grown in parliamentary terms at the expense of the Conservatives at every 
election since. By now, however, the Liberal Democrats had developed a 
growing critique of the New Labour project which promised to allow the 
party to expand its electoral reach still further. 
 
A close – but informal – understanding with the New Labour project had 
been evident in Liberal Democrat strategy at the 1997 and 2001 elections. By 
1995, the party had officially abandoned its policy stance of “equidistance” 
from both Labour and Conservative parties in the midst of the unpopularity 
of the Major Conservative administration which found itself mired in 
allegations of “sleaze” and political corruption. (Leaman, 1998) Under the 
leadership of Paddy Ashdown the Liberal Democrats had seemingly found 
common cause with Tony Blair’s New Labour – indeed according to 
Ashdown’s Diaries the extent of shared thinking between the two party 
leaders was remarkable2.  The change in Liberal Democrat strategy was 
mirrored by a change of perception by Liberal Democrat voters. Before the 
1992 election, third party (Liberal, SDP or Liberal Democrat) voters tended to 
place themselves closer to the Conservatives than to Labour but after the 
ending of equidistance, Liberal Democrat voters were typically closer to 
Labour than the Tories. (Russell et al., 2002). 
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At the parliamentary level, the two parties were close. Although plans for 
coalition with Labour after 1997 were diluted into a process called the Joint 
Consultative Committee (JCC), Liberal Democrats played the vital kingmaker 
role in the new devolved institutions in Scotland and Wales. Liberal 
Democrats shared power with Labour in the Scottish Executive (1999-2007) 
and the National Assembly for Wales (1999-2003). Nevertheless, the ultimate 
failure of the Blair-Ashdown project – Labour in power rejected the Jenkins’ 
Commission’s recommendation for reform of the electoral system, and 
Ashdown could not take his party into even closer relations with Labour 
when the relationship seemed such a one-way street – led to Ashdown’s 
resignation as party leader in 1999 and his replacement by Charles Kennedy.  
 
Despite being a less authoritative figure than his predecessor, Kennedy, 
oversaw the party’s retreat from the JCC and the Blair-Ashdown project. 
Nevertheless, the coalition with Labour in the Scottish Executive survived 
and the partnership agreement with Labour in Wales lasted until the 2003 
NAW elections.  Under Kennedy – a former member of the SDP rather than 
the old Liberal party - the Liberal Democrats slightly altered the tone of 
election campaigning from ‘constructive opposition’ to ‘effective opposition’ 
in the run-up to the 2001 general election (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2005) as 
disappointment and disenchantment with Labour grew within the party.  
 
September 11 2001 proved to be an important date for the Liberal Democrats’ 
attitude to Labour in power as the US-UK reaction to the events of that day 
seemed to crystallize Liberal Democrat anxiety with New Labour.  Unsettled 
by Labour’s enthusiastic support for the Bush administration, Kennedy’s 
party offered qualified support for the war in Afghanistan but had become 
the focal point for respectable anti-war dissent in the run-up to the invasion of 
Iraq. (see Russell and Fieldhouse, 2005)  Domestically the Liberal Democrats 
were now able to rigorously oppose government plans for the introduction of 
identity cards, on a range of counter-terror legislation and on the imposition 
of student top-up fees. The crucial factor about these policy stances may have 
been not that they were hostile to the Labour in power per se, but that they 
were identical to left wing criticism of the Blair government. This created an 
opportunity for the Liberal Democrats to capitalise electorally on 
disenchantment with the Blair government (particularly from Labour’s 
heartland vote) – and offered the party a glimpse of a rosy future taking votes 
and seats from Labour in unprecedented numbers.  However it also created a 
potentially dangerous asymmetry as the party sought to craft policies 
designed to woo Labour defectors with criticism from the left whilst at the 
same time retaining support from disenchanted one-nation Conservatives in 
the centre (Russell et al.., 2007). Meanwhile other Liberal Democrat policies 
such as the party’s plans to introduce a new marginal rate of income tax for 
top-earners and the replacement of property based council tax with Local 
Income Tax were almost inevitably less popular with potential voters from 
the right than the left. In short the 2005 election demonstrated the fatal 
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weakness in this asymmetrical approach since advance on the edge of 
Labour’s northern heartlands was mixed with retreat in the more 
Conservative south of England. Given the level of expectations encouraged by 
party before the election, the Liberal Democrat performance in 2005 could be 
considered a relative disappointment. 
 
The Liberal Democrat Vote in 2005 
Using 2005 BES survey data, we investigated which sorts of people voted for 
the Liberal Democrats in the 2005 general election. For the first analysis 
(Model A), a binomial logit, where the outcome variable a dichotomous 
classification (voted Liberal Democrat or not), was used to estimate model 
parameters. The second analysis (Model B) a multi-level logistic model (using 
MLwIN 3.2), with individuals at level 1 nested within constituencies at level 2 
was used. This method was adopted for two reasons. First, while the 
individual voter is the fundamental unit for any study of voting, there is 
evidence that electors are not only politically socialised in spatial contexts 
(Johnston and Pattie, 2006), but such contexts form the key arena for political 
mobilisation (Johnston et al., 2007; Cutts, 2006). Second, the key dimension to 
Liberal Democrat support is electoral credibility (Russell and Fieldhouse, 
2005) and the party gains electoral credibility in specific places through 
intensive targeted local campaigning (Cutts, 2006; Fieldhouse and Cutts, 
forthcoming), building on success in local government (MacAllister et al., 
2002; Cutts, 2006) or in proximity to areas of previous Liberal Democrat 
success. The Liberal Democrats clearly perform best where they have electoral 
credibility (generally in seats which it holds or is challenging the leading 
party). Furthermore, recent aggregate analyses of Liberal Democrat 
performance in 2005 revealed that electoral advances were confined to new 
types of area such as university towns and city constituencies where the party 
gained support from students and workers in education (Fieldhouse et al., 
2006; Russell et al., 2007). In summary, to take account of the importance of 
place, we simultaneously model both individual and aggregate data.   
 
At the individual scale, both models take account of social class and other 
social demographic characteristics3 along with valence models of electoral 
choice. Here we include party identification, evaluations of economic 
conditions4, party performance on important election issues and party leader 
images.5 We also include variables that measure the direct appeal of parties 
through local campaigns, specifically summary mobilisation indices to reflect 
party activity. The inclusion of a vote intention variable from the pre-
campaign survey controls for the effects of predictor variables before the 
actual election campaign. Model B also includes constituency level predictor 
variables at level 2. Here we took account of established social cleavages and 
new cleavages of support (areas with student and Muslim populations) along 
with constituency level variables that are often significant influences on 
Liberal Democrat support (measure of contiguity, whether the Liberal 
Democrats had a majority on the council, local Liberal Democrat success 2002-
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05).6 We also included party campaign spending variables as surrogate 
measures of party activity at the constituency level (Fieldhouse and Cutts, 
forthcoming).  
 
Both Models A and B only include significant variables, with the former also 
including significant exponents (odds) at the 5% confidence level. In Model A, 
most of the variables perform as expected. The majority of socio-demographic 
characteristics did not influence Liberal Democrat voting. Those who lived in 
the North and the Midlands were less likely to vote Liberal Democrat than 
those from Greater London. However, all age groups, particularly the baby 
boomer age group (45-64) and older people were more likely to vote Liberal 
Democrat than their younger counterparts. The significance of the prior 
intention to vote Liberal Democrat variable suggests that indirect campaign 
factors influenced Liberal Democrat support. Despite having fewer partisans 
than the two main parties, activating Liberal Democrat identifiers – who were 
nearly five times more likely to vote Liberal Democrat than no party 
identifiers – did result in them voting Liberal Democrat, while the activation 
of both Conservative and Labour identifiers reduced the likelihood of 
supporting the Liberal Democrats. The popularity of Charles Kennedy also 
proved beneficial to the Liberal Democrats. The results suggest that his 
performance during the campaign had a positive influence on Liberal 
Democrat support, although positive feelings about the other party leaders 
did have a negative influence. Perceptions that the party was best able to 
handle the most important issue was also a significant predictor, indicating 
that the party’s reactions to important issues during the campaign (War in 
Iraq and tuition fees) increased the likelihood of voting Liberal Democrat. 
Direct local campaign effects also proved important. Those who were exposed 
to Liberal Democrat mobilising activities (doorstep canvassing, party 
broadcasts, telephone canvassing and knocking-up) were twice more likely to 
vote Liberal Democrat than those who received no contact. Yet Labour party 
efforts were also influential in reducing the likelihood of voting Liberal 
Democrat. The goodness of fit statistics for Model A indicate a reasonable R2 
(pseudo R2 or Nagelkerke R2 of 0.40) while a total of 89% of respondents were 
correctly classified as voting Liberal Democrat or not.  
 
The multilevel analysis (Model B) provides similar results. At the individual 
level, few socio-demographic characteristics mattered. Along with age, 
significant in the same direction as stated above, those who finished 
education at seventeen and nineteen (post secondary level education) were 
more likely to vote Liberal Democrat. Once again prior vote intention really 
mattered, suggesting that activating predispositions to vote Liberal Democrat 
in 2005 had a significant effect. This is emphasised by the large influence of 
Liberal Democrat partisanship, perceptions that the party was best able to 
handle the most important issue and positive feelings towards Charles 
Kennedy. Similarly, exposure to party mobilisation activities increased the 
likelihood that an individual voter would support the Liberal Democrats. 
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After taking account of individual level effects, only a few predictors were 
significant at the constituency level. Those voters living in student areas were 
more likely to support the Liberal Democrats. This reinforces recent aggregate 
level findings. In 2005, the Liberal Democrats performed best in these new 
types of area, due to the party’s policy on tuition fees. This represents a 
decisive break from previous party strategies where the emphasis was to 
strengthen support in incumbent seats and use local election breakthroughs 
as a platform to mount strong general election campaigns (Russell et al., 2007). 
It also helps explain while local election success and contiguity variables 
proved to be insignificant. However, individual voters who lived in 
constituencies where the Liberal Democrats campaigned intensely were more 
likely to vote for the party, although Labour campaigning at the constituency 
scale largely cancelled out any substantial positive effects.   
 

[Table1. Binary Logistic Model/Multi Level Model of Liberal Democrat 
voting in 2005] 

 
 
It is necessary here to say a few words about the political agency of Liberal 
Democrat support. Fieldhouse and Russell (2001) found that Liberal voters 
tended to be similar to Conservative voters socially but to Labour supporters 
attitudinally. Liberal Democrat gains since their foundation had been almost 
exclusively at the expense of the Conservatives but in 2005 the party made its 
advance by taking net gains from Labour whilst losing ground to the 
Conservatives which might lead to the conclusion that the Liberal Democrats 
had completely transformed their campaigning tactics in an assault on 
Labour’s heartland vote. Nevertheless, it is easy to forget but important to 
remember that Liberal Democrats gains from Labour in urban areas, were 
most striking in rather gentrified urban areas – that had been Conservatives 
until fairly recently. Manchester Withington had been a Conservative seat 
from 1945 until 1987, Hornsey and Wood Green had been a Tory seat until 
1992 when Birmingham Yardley, Cambridge, and Cardiff Central also fell 
from the Tories to Labour. Bristol West, Falmouth and Cambourne and Leeds 
North West were Conservatives seats until 1997.  Indeed it seems that the 
Liberal Democrat victories from Labour in 2005 were in areas where the large 
numbers of voters had taken against the Conservatives during the previous 
decade and had lent their votes to Labour. Perhaps hostility to Labour was 
widespread among this type of voter in 2005 but was not yet sufficiently 
transferable to the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats were the grateful 
receptacle for protest in the least working class of Labour’s working class 
base. The challenge for the party after 2005 is to ensure that these victories can 
be sustained in subsequent elections.  
 
 
Elsewhere there are several reasons for supposing that the Liberal Democrat 
performance in 2005 was artificially boosted by the relative unpopularity of 
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both the incumbent Blair government (see Curtice, 2007) and the Howard 
opposition (see  Fieldhouse et al., 2006). The party was able to exploit fissures 
in the enduring relationship between Labour and its core voters in 2005 that 
might be less damaging in future contests while the Conservatives, under 
new leadership, might be sufficiently recovered to be seen as fit to govern by 
a large slice of the electorate that has defected from them (many to the Liberal 
Democrats) since 1997. Liberal Democrat success in “university seats” may 
continue but there are too few of these constituencies for them to be the 
mainspring of a continued pattern of electoral growth, especially if the 
student population finds that the higher education agenda of 2005 irrelevant 
to subsequent contests. Furthermore while the Liberal Democrats made 
significant in-roads into the Muslim community’s vote in 2005 it is not 
altogether certain that the prognosis for an ongoing durable relationship 
between Britain’s Muslims and the Liberal Democrats is good. Campaign 
issues that the Liberal Democrats were able to benefit from in 2005 - such as 
opposition to the war in Iraq and to the imposition of top-up fees for 
University students in England – may simply lose relevance as time goes on, 
and the coincidence of a relatively unpopular government and opposition 
may have combined to give the Liberal Democrats (and the relatively popular 
Kennedy) a double boost.  With all three main parties under new leadership 
the signals from analysis of the 2005 vote are harder to read.  
 
 
Exit Chat-Show Charlie Stage Left 
Charles Kennedy’s time as leader of the Liberal Democrats had seen the party 
improve its share of the national vote and its presence at Westminster at two 
successive elections. His avuncular public profile was high and his image 
mostly favourable, and through opposition to the war in Iraq and student 
tuition top-up fees his party had gained a distinctive voice in British politics. 
Analysis of the rolling campaign survey of the 2005 British Election Study 
reveals that he was the most popular (or at least the least unpopular) of all 
three party leaders at the time of the 2005 contest (Russell, 2005 BV). Although 
the party leader’s image had proven to be a bonus for the Liberal Democrats 
in successive general elections (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2005; Clarke et al., 
2004), there is a persuasive argument that the Liberal Democrats failed to 
capitalise on their popular leadership. In particular analysis of poll data has 
consistently failed to establish a link between approval for the leader and the 
party’s performance. This may well be because valence issues subsumed in 
notions of approval are likely to be swamped by notions of credibility and 
that unless the Liberal Democrats can persuade voters that they are a viable 
potential party of government there is little chance of the party being seen as 
much of a credible force as the other two parties.  
 
Despite overseeing the growth of the parliamentary Liberal Democrats at 
successive general elections, Kennedy’s time as leader was frequently 
characterised by speculation about his future. As the parliamentary party 
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grew in size and stature it became an effective rallying point for opposition to 
Kennedy’s leadership style and the perceived future direction of the party.7. 
 
Dissatisfaction with Kennedy’s management style and the party’s perceived 
underperformance in the 2005 general election heaped pressure upon the 
leader until he was compelled to stand design as party leader in January 2006 
(see Hurst, 2006). The actual timing of Kennedy’s resignation was influenced 
by his personal struggle with an alcohol problem but in reality the 
parliamentary party - weary of ‘lacklustre’ leadership8 - had flexed its muscles 
to affect the leader’s removal.  Indeed a striking feature of the ‘defenestration’ 
of Kennedy was that his popularity was seemingly undamaged in the party 
outside Westminster or indeed in public opinion. (Russell et al. 2007).  
 
Enter Ming the Merciless 
The Liberal Democrats elected a new leader - Sir Menzies (Ming) Campbell - 
in March 2006 after a particularly unfortunate leadership contest.  One 
leadership candidate (Mark Oaten) was forced to withdraw from the contest 
as vivid claims about his personal life came to light. Another contender, 
Simon Hughes was forced to admit to having previously lied about his sexual 
orientation.  In the end, Campbell’s chief challenge came from Chris Huhne, a 
former MEP who had only been elected to parliament in 2005.  
 
Signs that Campbell would not get an easy ride from the British press were 
quick to emerge. The day after his election as leader, the editorial in The Sun 
must have made for uncomfortable reading in the office of the ex-Olympic 
athlete:- 
 

Having dumped an alcoholic, shunned a rent-boy botherer and rejected a liar, they 
(the Liberal Democrats) settled for a man who looks ready to retire. The sad truth 
that emerged during the contest is: He’s just not up to the job.9 

 
Campbell’s public image has not improved much from his early days. 
Whereas the Conservatives skipped a generation in electing David Cameron 
as their leader in 2005 (just as Labour had done with Blair in 1994), the Liberal 
Democrats had plumped for an experienced figure. In truth, Campbell has not 
always benefited from the comparison. Despite the fact that being born in 
1941 puts him in the same generation as a increasingly important slice of the 
electorate (according to the 2001 census that are for the first time more Britons 
over 60 than under 16) his ‘age’ often used against him. For example The BBC 
Television satire Dead Ringers pays Campbell the service of regularly 
impersonating him but he is always portrayed in a bath chair with a blanket 
covering his legs and handing out the older person’s confection of choice, 
Werther’s Original Toffees. Campbell may be mystified by this treatment. He 
is after all younger than Kenneth Clarke, Michael Meacher and John Prescott 
but perception is more important than the reality here – and the key 
comparison is that he is older than his counterparts in the Conservative and 
Labour parties.  
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Despite winning the Dunfermline and West Fife by-election during the 
leadership contest and nearly taking the Bromley and Chislehurst seat from 
the Conservatives in the summer of 2006, Campbell has struggled to 
overcome a poor public image. Criticism of his performances in the Commons 
were rife and in three months into his tenure as leader an ICM poll for BBC 
Newsnight found more than twice as many voters still thought Charles 
Kennedy would be a better Liberal Democrat leader than Campbell.10      
 
Perhaps as a result of early criticism of Campbell’s performances at Prime 
Minister’s Questions, there has been a distinct shift in the Leader’s tactics in 
the House. In recent months Campbell has tended to concentrate on “liberal 
themes” such as civil liberties, and domestic and international human rights. 
He has made much of issues such as extraordinary rendition and the 
detention of terror suspects which may have assisted in restoring Campbell’s 
reputation in Westminster (and after what happened to Kennedy that might 
be vital) but his national profile has yet to recover and the polls continue to be 
disappointing for the party. Certainly it is true that the Liberal Democrats’ 
standing in the polls has failed to return to the high point of the 2005 election. 
Furthermore, the Liberal Democrats’ standing has steadily declined while the 
fortunes of their opponents have improved; firstly as the Conservatives 
benefited from the Cameron honeymoon in 2006, and secondly as Labour 
profited from the “Brown bounce” in the summer of 2007 (See Figure 1) 
 

[Figure 1: Vote Intention Since 2005 General Election: Source 
ukpollingreport.co.uk] 

 
 
Much has been made of the Liberal Democrats’ “poor showing” in the polls 
after Campbell’s succession and several commentators noted the threat that 
the David Cameron leadership of the Conservatives posed to the third party.11 
By the summer of 2007 the Cameron honeymoon period had been eclipsed by 
Labour’s recovery under the new Prime Minister, but despite the apparent 
bursting of the Cameron bubble, Campbell has been unable to turn around 
Liberal Democrat fortunes in the polls. In August 2007 The New Statesman 
commented:- 
 

Sir Menzies Campbell is thought to be doing an even worse job than Cameron, with 
only 24 per cent giving him a vote of confidence, down 3 per cent in just four months. 
The Liberal Democrats are now languishing on 14 per cent - lower than at any time (bar 
one blip discussed later) since the 2005 general election…  

 
…It is often joked that Sir Ming is less popular sober than Charles Kennedy was drunk 
- and it's true that the heady 23 per cent scored by the Lib Dems at the last general 
election seems a long way off.12  , 

 
The change of three party leaders has exacerbated the need for the Liberal 
Democrats to address the fault lines in their electoral strategy. Popular leaders 
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with popular policies have been insufficient to displace the established parties 
in recent years and the party now faces the prospect of losing some of its 
hard-earned spoils. David Cameron’s rise to the leadership of the 
Conservatives has unambiguously threatened the Liberal Democrats in the 
south of England – and the suburban edges of affluence in northern cities. He 
has parked his party’s tank on the lawn of the Liberal Democrats with 
environmental and educational policy, and might signal a revival of 
Conservative fortunes at the expense of the third party.  Campbell’s election 
as Liberal Democrat leader in March 2006 was accompanied by a flurry of 
publicity contrasting his age to Cameron’s youth. The arrival of a third new 
leader when Labour chose a new leader in 2007 also underlined that the 2005 
election had been a very different contest from the one we can expect next 
time, especially if Labour’s relative unpopularity in 2005 can be attributed to 
errors of judgement from the previous Prime Minister Tony Blair, rather than 
the current one Gordon Brown.13 
 
Nevertheless, taking the long view of the party’s poll performance, there is a 
strong case for suggesting that the Liberal Democrats should not be reaching 
for the hemlock just yet. According to the polls taken by Ipsos/MORI 
throughout 2006, the average reported vote intention for the Liberal 
Democrats was 19.5% and 20.1% from the time that Campbell became leader 
of the party. In contrast Charles Kennedy’s first nine months in charge of the 
party saw the Liberal Democrats average only a 15% share of the reported 
popular vote only 9% on average in the first nine months of Ashdown’s 
leadership. Moreover the performance of the Liberal Democrats in the years 
following the 1992, 1997 and 2001 elections was not that dissimilar to the 
party’s performance in 2007 (Figures 2,3,4) suggesting that a Liberal Democrat 
recovery is not completely out of the question.  
 

[Figure 2: LibDem Reported Vote Intention 1993: Source: ipsos-mori.com] 
 

[Figure 3: LibDem Reported Vote Intention 1998: Source: ipsos-mori.com] 
 

[Figure 4: LibDem Reported Vote Intention 2002: Source: ipsos-mori.com] 
 
 
 
Popular leadership has been a small but significant factor in inducing Liberal 
Democrat support in previous elections and the evidence from 2005 was that 
the public’s positive feelings towards Kennedy did provide a boost to the 
Liberal Democrat vote. Nevertheless the effect was dilute and the ability of 
the Liberal Democrat party leader to demonstrate valence credentials – such 
as convincing the electorate that they would make a good Prime Minister - 
has often failed to be significant in explaining levels of Liberal Democrat 
support.  So, if a popular leader espousing popular policies had only a weak 
effect on the level of Liberal Democrat support, it might be interesting to see if 
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a relatively unpopular leader has a stronger (if negative) effect on party 
support.  
 
Furthermore it should be borne in mind that the chances that the Liberal 
Democrats will play a pivotal role in British politics after the next election are 
fairly high – even if they lose some ground to the Conservatives in the south 
of England. This suggests that for once at least the political impact of the third 
party may be measured in something other than sheer parliamentary size.  
 
Parliamentary, Local and Devolved Elections 
Campbell’s leadership may have been troubled from the start but he did 
benefit from two highly creditable performances in by-elections in 2006. 
During the leadership election itself, and at a time when the party must have 
been severely testing the notion that all publicity is good publicity, the Liberal 
Democrats managed to defeat Labour in the to Dunfermline and West Fife by-
election. This performance was remarkable in many ways – not least since on 
the key local issue (a toll bridge) the Liberal Democrats seemed to lay blame 
firmly at the door of the Labour government in Westminster rather than the 
Scottish Executive of which they were a coalition partner. Then in June 2006 
the Liberal Democrats came within a whisker of defeating the Conservatives 
in the very safe seat of Bromley and Chislehurst. Dunfermline became part of 
the third-party folklore associated with by-election success since Orpington in 
1962. Many parties can win by-elections, but what is remarkable about the 
Liberal Democrats is the durability of some of their by-election victors. Cyril 
Smith’s 1972 victory in Rochdale saw Liberal and Liberal Democrat success 
there until 1997 (and of course they retook the seat in 2005), Simon Hughes 
victory in apparently safe Labour terrain in Bermondsey in 1982 has been 
followed by victory in the next six general elections. Similarly Sandra Gidley’s 
victory in Romsey in 2000 and Sarah Teather’s win in Brent East in 2003 were 
both followed by the Liberal Democrats holding onto to power despite the 
unexpected nature of the initial triumph. Optimistic Liberal Democrats will 
have noted that the 2006 by-election success in Dunfermline was followed by 
victory in the seat for the Scottish Election in 2007. 
 
So observers might have expected the Liberal Democrat performance in the 
two parliamentary by-elections of July 2007 to have been significant. In fact 
the party came second to Labour in both Sedgefield and Ealing Southall. 
Sedgefield cannot have been a serious target but Ealing Southall fitted exactly 
into the profile of the types of inner-city seats that the Liberal Democrats were 
taking from Labour in the last parliament (Brent East and Leicester South 
being the obvious comparisons). In the event Sedgefield was comfortably 
retained by Labour (a 25% majority) despite an 11% swing to the Liberal 
Democrats.  Ealing Southall was also retained by Labour (a 14% majority) and 
the swing to the Liberal Democrats was fairly small (5%). In the event the 
Liberal Democrats fell between two stools here. The Conservatives’ picked an 
unorthodox candidate (so unorthodox he may have been a Labour donor) and 
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publicly talked up their chances of a sensational result. Thus the Conservative 
result (coming third their candidate put on less than 1% on the party’s vote 
share) was the headline. In truth however the Conservatives had probably 
done enough to prevent a Liberal Democrat victory but not enough to prevent 
their own disaster in Ealing Southall. Nevertheless the Liberal Democrats and, 
in time honoured fashion, had relentlessly campaigned in the constituency. 
Emboldened by previous successes in similar scenarios many of the party 
were doubtless disappointed not to push Labour closer in the by-election.  
 
For the Liberal Democrats, local election success has been vital to their 
improvement in parliamentary representation since the 1990s. Building a 
strong local base has been one of the main mechanisms the party has used to 
bridge the electoral credibility gap. Local success gives the party 
organisational strength through new members and activists that often 
enhances grassroots campaigning and allows the local party to target 
resources more effectively, which in turn can heighten the intensity of future 
campaigns. The combination of local representation and grassroots 
campaigning can be particularly salient to the electoral fortunes of the Liberal 
Democrats (Cutts, 2006; Cutts and Shrayne, 2006). Notwithstanding this, a 
strong local base has acted as a ‘stepping stone’ to success in recent 
Westminster elections, although such parliamentary inroads are far from 
uniform and may be more difficult to achieve than in the past.   
 
The Liberal Democrats seemed to benefit from a marked stepping stone effect 
from local to national in the 1997 General Election, gaining 18 parliamentary 
seats after gaining control of the local control. However the utility of this 
strategy had begun to wane by 2001 where the only similar successes had 
seen the party gain and then lose control of the council before the general 
election. By 2005 only Cambridge followed the 1997 stepping stone pattern, 
although the Liberal Democrat campaign strategy may have worked on a 
micro-scale since the victories in Cardiff, Leeds and Manchester reflected 
gains at the local level short of taking the council. It also needs to be 
remembered that often council success is seemingly unrelated to 
parliamentary success; Liberal Democrat domination of local government in 
Liverpool was not reflected in parliamentary success throughout the 1990s.  
 
The number of Councillors that the Liberal Democrats have also seems to 
have flattened out since the early 1990s – a trend often masked by headline 
figures about control of the council (Figure 5): 
 

[Figure 5: Party Affiliation of Councillors Since 1992) 
 

[Table 2: The Health of the Local Party in 2007: Liberal Democrat 
Composition of Different Councils and Number of Councillors in England, 

Scotland and Wales] 
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In local government, the representation of Liberal Democrats is 
geographically skewed. In County Councils the party’s composition 
reinforces the geography of Liberal Democrat support nationally (Table 2) All 
three county councils where the party has overall control (Cornwall, Devon 
and Somerset) are in their traditional south-west heartland. Further all were 
regained in 2006 from no overall control after previously been held by the 
Conservatives. The Liberal Democrats retain a relatively strong representation 
in Wiltshire and Hampshire but overall they remain the third party in county 
council elections in Unitary Authorities and in London.  
 
Local elections seemed to be the epitome of Liberal Democrat advance in the 
mid-1990s. The party achieved its ‘high water mark’ of 5078 councillors and 
control of more than 50 local councils in 1995 but the party has not matched 
these results since. Moreover as the parliamentary party has grown 
dramatically in recent years the councillor base of the party, which was the 
traditional location of power in the Liberal Democrats, has come under threat 
from the party’s parliamentarians (Russell et al., 2007). 
 
 
The May 2007 elections for the National Assembly for Wales and the Scottish 
Parliament might prove instructive for the future of the Liberal Democrats. 
 
Having previously been involved in a partnership agreement with Labour in 
Cardiff from 2000-3 and in full coalition with Labour in Edinburgh from 1999 
to 2007, the pre-election speculation was that the Liberal Democrats could 
again expect to play a pivotal role. Liberal Democrat support is mainly 
confined to traditional heartlands in non-conformist rural Wales. Although 
the party has extended its reach into metropolitan Wales and become more 
competitive in Cardiff and Swansea, it has generally failed to make any 
inroads into the old industrial Labour heartlands. Nevertheless, there is 
evidence of differential voting, with the Liberal Democrats performing 
significantly better in the Westminster context than at the Assembly elections 
(Trystan et al., 2003; Wyn Jones and Scully 2003; Hopkin and Bradbury 2006), 
and the party were hopeful of picking up part of a disaffected Labour vote in 
2007. Moreover the results from the devolved assembly elections seemed to 
conform to expectations but the aftermath of each contest must have 
confounded Liberal Democrat aspirations. Returning six Assembly Members 
again the Welsh Liberal Democrats could have expected to reprise their role 
in the Welsh Assembly Government with the largest party, Labour but at least 
2 of the Liberal Democrat AMs publicly campaigned against such an 
outcome14 and in the end, Labour managed to forge a deal with Plaid Cymru. 
Some in the Welsh party may cling to notions of purity since they are not in 
coalition with Labour but others might pointedly enquire of the ultimate 
point of the Welsh Liberal Democrats is since they remain the fourth party in 
the NAW and are further away from power than at any point since 1999. 
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In Scotland, the Liberal Democrats had been the most successful of the 
established parties in using devolution as a springboard for future success. 
The party was in coalition with Labour in Edinburgh from 1999 until 2007 and 
have used the opportunity to build electoral credibility and enhance the 
Liberal Democrats governing potential. Scottish Liberal Democrats have been 
able to take credit for two flagship policies of devolution – free care to the 
elderly and the abolition of tuition fees – given the lack of support for the 
policies from the national Labour leadership. Indeed, the Liberal Democrats 
have frequently championed these successes at both devolved and national 
elections in the succeeding years (Mitchell and Bradbury, 2004).  
 
Thus in Scotland the Liberal Democrats were supposed to be the Kingmakers 
in the new Parliament. Prior to the 2007 election, some combination of a 
Labour-Liberal Democrat coalition (perhaps with Green party involvement 
(Clark and Bennie, 2006)) seemed the most likely outcome. However, relations 
with the SNP were cordial and provided a compromise over the SNP 
proposed referendum on Independence could be reached little seemed to 
stand in the way of a partnership with the SNP if events dictated. In the event 
the SNP narrowly beat Labour into second place (47 MSPs compared to 
Labour’s 46) while the Liberal Democrats lost one MSP to be left with 16 in 
Holyrood.  The pre-election mathematics were accurate but politics proved a 
harsh obstacle to a SNP-Liberal Democrat coalition. Determined not to 
compromise on the referendum the Nationalists simply declared themselves 
the moral victors of the 2007 election and dared the Liberal Democrats to face 
the consequences of upholding a ‘discredited’ Labour party in Scotland. In the 
end the Scottish Liberal Democrats found neither the desire nor the resolve to 
pursue a coalition with Labour15 and thus their bargaining power was, in 
effect, much significantly less than might have been presumed.  
 
The Liberal Democrat Policy Platform 
The nature of the ousting of Kennedy as party leader in 2006 demonstrated 
that the parliamentary power had acquired a veto power over the party’s 
future direction. Furthermore the parliamentary party appears to be the 
battleground for the ideological battle for the Liberal Democrats in recent 
years. The publication in 2004 of The Orange Book: Reclaiming Liberalism created 
a media storm about an apparent split in the Liberal Democrat ranks between 
social- and economic-liberals. In truth The Orange Book deserved to be less 
controversial than it proved but the battle-lines had been drawn and the 
distinction had been made between those who wanted to reaffirm traditional 
anti-state elements of liberalism and those who favour social equality and 
between newer elements of the parliamentary party and some more 
established ones.  
 
Traditionally the Liberal Democrats have had to overcome the problem of not 
having enough distinctive policy in the competition for votes. Furthermore, 
when the party has adopted distinctive and popular policies it has still had to 
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overcome the credibility gap in order to persuade people to vote for it. This is 
particularly difficult when the party has to adopt national policies that go 
against regional sensibilities and can be a thorny problem for a party growing 
out of discrete heartlands and searching for new arenas of support. In 2005 
the party had adopted a critique of the New Labour project that may have 
played well in northern constituencies where Labour was the target but may 
not have been so popular in areas of traditional Liberal Democrat strength 
where the party was competing with the Conservatives. The problem here 
was that the Liberal Democrats had adopted an asymmetric electoral appeal, 
as One Nation Conservatives in the south could be put off from voting for the 
Liberal Democrats by policies designed to appeal to disaffected Labour voters 
in the north. Liberal Democrat calls for a 50p marginal rate of income tax for 
country’s top-earners and plans to establish local income tax may have 
appealed to the very voters needed for Liberal Democrat advance in Labour’s 
industrial heartlands but were less popular in the places where the party had 
previously grown at the expense of the Conservatives.  
 
Campbell’s initial time as leader has seen the economic liberals in the 
ascendancy of the party. Although set up by Kennedy, the new tax 
commission allowed the leadership to backtrack from key elements of the 
2005 policy, including the 50p top rate of tax, and was endorsed by party 
conference in October 2006. Campbell’s election was swiftly followed by that 
of treasury spokesman Vincent Cable as his Deputy, the reorganisation of the 
Leader’s Office as well as the granting of key portfolios to several of the 
Orange Book generation have all suggested a change of direction in the party, 
towards an outlook that might be described, if not declared, equidistant 
again.   
 
All The Talents? Gordon Brown and the Liberal Democrats 
When Gordon Brown succeeded Tony Blair as leader of Labour and the Prime 
Minister in July 2007 a dramatic upturn in Labour’s poll ratings was less 
unexpected than the attention he paid to the Liberal Democrats.  Perhaps 
inspired by the inclusion of socialist Bernard Kouchner as foreign minister in 
Nicolas Sarkozy’s French government, Brown attempted to appoint some 
political opponents to his Cabinet. 
 
Campbell had used the Liberal Democrat spring conference to set five tests for 
Gordon Brown – which many took to be the preconditions for coalition after 
the next election.  Despite the ongoing policy review process that resembles a 
de-facto revival of equidistance, the Liberal Democrat leader has seemingly 
ruled out the prospect of coalition with the Conservatives and David 
Cameron. Nevertheless the approach from Brown seems to have caught the 
entire Liberal Democrats on the hop. 
The news broke on July 20 that Sir Ming Campbell had rejected the 
opportunity for Liberal Democrats to join the Brown Cabinet but it is 
instructive to note that this rejection came only after a period of reflection.  
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The following day The Guardian reported the level of disquiet the revelation 
had caused. 
 

The disclosures in yesterday's Guardian threw the Lib Dems into turmoil with one 
frontbencher describing it as a "hand grenade" which had destabilised the party. 
 
"A lot of people are angry, but no one knows who to be angry with," said one Lib Dem 
frontbencher. A furious colleague described it as "politically toxic", playing into the 
hands of the major parties. Guardian 21/7/7 

 
It then emerged that Sir Paddy Ashdown had been offered the Cabinet post of 
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (after Campbell had already turned 
down the offer to members of his party). Liberal Democrat peer Baroness Julia 
Neuberger accepted an advisory role to the government on behalf of the 
voluntary sector and one of the original Gang of Four founding members of 
the SDP, Baroness Shirley Williams, was asked to advise Brown on nuclear 
proliferation.  
 
It is possible that Brown’s intentions here were mischievous or even wilfully 
destructive but there is no doubt that the prospect of some Liberal Democrat 
accommodation into the governance of the UK wreaked havoc in the party. 
At a time when the party was reappraising its policy portfolio and backing 
away from many of the policies deemed to be too close to Labour’s left in 2005 
– and after Labour-Liberal Democrat partnerships had failed to materialise in 
Scotland and Wales – Campbell and his party was found openly 
contemplating closer relations with Labour, and two senior figures even took 
minor roles in the Brown set-up against the express wishes of the leadership. 
 
Conclusion 

The chances of being the kingmaker after a general election remain fairly high 
(Blau 2004) Moreover, if the outcome of a hung parliament were to be a new 
constitutional settlement – especially an electoral system which cemented the 
practice of coalition government - the effect could be to permanently increase 
the Liberal Democrats’ power base.  However, since 1992 when Ashdown was 
deemed to have erred by talking up the prospects for a hung parliament 
without providing voters with a clear plan of action if one occurred, 
(Dunleavy, 1993) the party are understandably fearful of talking up the 
prospects of a hung parliament at the next election.  At the party’s 2007 
Spring Conference, Campbell apparently spoke to journalists about the quid-
pro-quo costs for Liberal Democrat cooperation in a Westminster coalition. 
However, this is a high-risk strategy for the Liberal Democrats and 
Campbell’s own Chief of Staff moved swiftly to dilute the impact of the story. 
 
As Whiteley et al. (2006) note the Liberal Democrats are hamstrung as a 
political party, ‘waiting for Godot’ while relying on the misfortunes of others 
to facilitate their own success. Nevertheless the prospects of real change may 
be better than at any time in the recent past – and may not even depend on 
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the party’s electoral success. The prognosis for electoral reform may not be so 
far fetched in the 21st century. As British democracy has become accustomed 
to versions of proportional voting systems for the Scottish Parliament, the 
National Assembly of Wales, the Greater London Assembly, Scottish local 
government and the European Parliament, traditional hostility to electoral 
change may be less entrenched than in previous political generations. 
Importantly it might be worth noting that counter-intuitively the Liberal 
Democrat chances of playing the Kingmaker might be significantly improved 
by an apparently adverse electoral outcome. If Liberal Democrat 
representation in the next parliament was to fall – especially if it fell at the 
expense of the Conservatives - the party’s chances of holding the balance of 
power might increase.   
 
On the other hand the outcome of the devolved elections in Scotland and 
Wales in 2007, demonstrates that even when occupying an apparently 
promising position the Liberal Democrats can still find themselves frozen out 
by the major parties.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
                                                 
1 The day after the poll, BBC Political Correspondent Nick Assinder declared “Charles Kennedy has 
every reason to be delighted with the Liberal Democrat's performance in the general election”. 
2  The two leaders had apparently spoken of a common approach designed to ‘heal the historic rift in 
the centre-left’ that would see the Conservatives permanently marginalised in British politics. 
According to Ashdown’s Diaries The Blair-Ashdown project had even considered formal merger 
between Labour and Liberal Democrats as a logical endpoint to their negotiations.  
3 For Model A and Model B, individual level variables: Age (in years – comparator = 18-25); Gender; 
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Religion – (comparator = No religion); Tenure – (comparator = own outright); Region (comparator = 
Greater London); Age finished education – (comparator 15 or younger). The age at which respondents 
to the BES reported that they completed their education is strongly correlated with their reported 
qualifications. Hence we omit the latter form the analysis. 
4 Economic voting variables (Retrospective evaluations national economy and Retrospective 
evaluations personal conditions) were recoded and multiplied by the recoded question ‘To what extent 
do you think the government policies affect the overall performance of the British economy?’ – also 
(Prospective evaluations national economy, Prospective evaluations personal economic conditions) 
recoded and multiplied by recoded question ‘To what extent do you think the government policies 
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7 In particular the parliamentary party made much of the suggestion by Richard Grayson, Kennedy’s 
former chief speech-writer at the 2005 Autumn Conference that Kennedy was acting as chairman rather 
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him”.  
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