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After the fall 

Political parties can either look inward, towards the priorities of their core vote 
and the predilections of their members, or outward to the voters not yet 
convinced of their merits but willing to listen to their arguments. History 
dictates that one loses elections and the other triumphs. At the last election, 
the party that looked inward suffered its worst election night since 1935. The 
party that looked outward won an 80-seat majority.  
  
The same choice faces both main parties today. Members of each do not need 
long memories to understand the consequences of introspection. The rise and 
demise of Liz Truss and the agenda she pursued will forever serve as a 
cautionary tale for placing utopianism before pragmatism and fiscal abandon 
before prudence. The repeated rejection of Jeremy Corbyn serves as a reminder 
of the dangers of utopian socialism and identity politics on the Left.  
  
But the electoral imperative for the Conservatives in particular is obvious. Even 
before the last month, the Conservatives trailed Labour by double-digits, a gap 
that has now tripled to a wider margin (36 points) than at any point since 1997. 
In recent polls, fewer than four in ten 2019 Conservatives would choose the 
party if an election were held tomorrow and around one in seven would vote 
Labour, roughly the same conversion rate as before the 1997 landslide.  
  
Conservatives have to believe their fortunes can change. It is easy to forget, but 
two months before the 2019 election Don’t Know (39%) was polling better than 
all of the main parties combined (35%). On the day, nearly one in four (37%) 
voters switched parties, three times the rate of individual switching recorded in 
the 1960s (13%). They say a week is a long time in politics, and the next election 
could be as many as one hundred and twelve weeks away. 
  
Yet those seeking to lead the Conservatives must demonstrate how they believe 
they can revive the party’s fortunes. That is the question this paper sets out to 
answer, drawing on a mega 10,000 sample poll by J.L. Partners to understand 
the undercurrents of British politics. Just as with our previous work identifying 
“Workington Man” and predicting the fall of much of the “Red Wall” in 2019, our 
intention is to dive beneath the froth and understand the values, priorities and 
issues driving political change. 
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The extent of the Conservative collapse 
  
The next leader of the Conservative Party does not so much have a hill to climb 
as a chasm to cross. Not only does the party trail Labour on standard vote 
intention but it is behind on every issue apart from Defence and Brexit. This 
includes a 10-point lead on the cost of living, the most salient issue by a wide 
margin, and a 2-point lead on the economy. Having been competitive with 
Labour on the NHS in 2019, the Conservatives now trail by 13-points. These 
gaps have widened even further in recent weeks.  
  
This is compounded by an increasingly small universe of voters who will even 
consider voting Conservative. More than a third of voters (35%) currently rate 
their chances of ever voting Conservative at zero per cent, far higher than any 
other mainstream party, and consideration is much lower in seats the party 
gained than held in 2019. Young people are now so monopolitical that the 
“tipping point” - the age at which a voter becomes more likely to vote 
Conservative than Labour - is now 57 years old, up from 43 at the last election.  
  
The Labour Party can now reach a much larger group of voters. Nearly half of 
voters (46%) would consider voting Labour, rising to more than two thirds of 
Liberal Democrat and Green voters. In return, nearly half of voters who would 
consider voting Labour would consider voting Liberal Democrat (47%) or Green 
(46%). This is a double-edged sword: progressive parties could cannibalise the 
Labour vote, but an electoral pact could hurt the Conservatives, especially if 
high Labour vote share diminishes the impact of their poor vote distribution.  
  

The narrow possibility of revival 
  
The Conservatives have haemorrhaged votes since 2019, but mostly not to 
Labour. The vast majority of the party’s lost voters have drifted to Don’t Know. 
In our poll, we found that the Conservatives have lost four times the voters that 
Labour has gained since 2019. These voters might return: it is easier to tempt 
voters back from the bench than from the opposing team. Even in more recent 
polls, the Conservatives could get back to within touching distance of Labour if 
Don’t Knows returned to their 2019 party.  
  
The Conservative coalition also remains relatively homogenous in its values, 
especially on social and cultural issues, where Labour remains divided. The 
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voters the Conservatives need to win back, and the constituencies they need to 
defend, are strikingly conservative on issues such as controlling immigration 
and tackling crime. The Conservatives’ lost 2019 voters are also near the centre 
of the economic axis, challenging the next leader to move leftwards towards 
the economic common ground to rebuild the 2019 coalition. The rising salience 
of cost of living and the worsening economic backdrop mean they have no 
choice. 
  
Importantly, it is not the case - nor has it ever been - that British voters are 
libertarian. Just 17% of voters are economically right wing on a standard British 
Election Survey scale, and only 5% of voters are both economically right-wing 
and socially liberal. Of the 6.7 million voters the party had lost by September 
2022, 4 million were economically left-of-centre and socially conservative. Only 
300,000 were economically right-of-centre and socially liberal. When modelled 
at constituency level, only 15% of seats have a majority in favour of lower tax 
and spend while 85% are in favour of current levels of tax and spend. 
  

A return to national conservatism that triumphed in 2019 
  
There is an alternative agenda that can win elections for the Conservatives: the 
agenda that won an 80-seat majority just three years ago. The 2019 campaign 
will be remembered for the slogan “Getting Brexit Done”, but the political 
philosophy that underpinned the Conservative campaign deserves more credit. 
It represents a form of distinctly national conservatism that has broad appeal 
with diehard Conservatives and former Labour voters; in provincial shires and 
post-industrial towns; among high and low earners.  
  
Some have argued that such an approach is “unconservative”. In fact, this 
agenda has much deeper intellectual heritage in conservatism than liberalism, 
rooted as it is in the radicalism of Disraeli and Chamberlain and the national 
reforming zeal of Baldwin and Macmillan. Revived by Theresa May and Boris 
Johnson, national conservatism combines social and cultural conservatism with 
an economic policy that helps a broad range of people, not just those who are 
well off. 
  
This does not mean forfeiting a focus on growth or effective markets. Voters, 
especially those the Conservatives need to win back, recognise the need for the 
economy to grow and be more productive. They do not reject market 
economics or the importance of competition. Nor do they believe that the state 
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should grow unchecked: voters want value for money from government and for 
taxes to remain low, especially for workers. 
  
But it does mean a rejection of absolutist or utopian economic policies. 
Circumstances change and policies must adapt. The challenges we face today - 
low wages, stark regional inequalities, weak investment and research intensity, 
and weak resilience to exogenous shocks - require an active state rather than a 
passive one. And voters demand it: many of the most popular economic policies 
require state intervention to fix markets or protect citizens.  
  
It also means focusing on civic renewal rather than culture wars. Conservatives 
need to prioritise repeated promises to reduce migration and keep crime low - 
two issues rising in salience just as voters are losing confidence in 
Conservatives to deliver on them. There is more value in focusing on the 
positive aspects of national culture and values than more divisive and low 
salience issues related to racial, gender or sexual identity.  
  
Most importantly, Conservatives must restore their reputation for competence 
and honesty. Even before the last month, voters were fed up and let down by 
repeated political scandals. Integrity remains the biggest barrier to lost 2019 
voters returning and public services are where voters want to see 
improvement. Delivering better state capacity in the form of higher public 
standards and higher quality of public services is a prerequisite for revival. 
  
All is not lost. Politics is volatile and fortunes can change. The outline of a 
conservatism that is politically popular and intellectually rich is visible. The next 
leader must seize it. 
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Britain has just had an experimental government that tried to make a virtue of 
being unpopular. It ended abruptly after a month. While the former Prime 
Minister's desire to focus on things that were important rather than favoured 
was admirable, it ignored the fact that democratic politics is, ultimately, a 
popularity contest. 
 
This is because political parties can only pursue unpopular policies with the 
ongoing consent of Parliament, whose members are acutely sensitive to voter 
opinion, and by gaining - and regaining - a mandate at the ballot box. 
Therefore, any political party needs not only a policy programme but an 
accompanying electoral strategy to secure the legitimacy to deliver it. That is 
the purpose of this paper.  
 
We wanted to set out the electoral landscape as it currently stands, based on a 
large-sample (10,114 GB representative) poll conducted by J.L. Partners, 
between 20th August and 2nd September, and comprehensive multilevel 
regression and poststratification (MRP) and MaxDiff analysis. The intention is 
not to provide a snapshot of current vote intention, which is well-covered 
elsewhere, but rather to dive beneath the froth and understand how voters are 
feeling about politics and policies; their instincts about the parties, leaders and 
policies; the depth and reliability of support; and the drivers of both political 
volatility and vote consideration. 
 
This report is not an assessment of the mistakes of Liz Truss’ Premiership; it is 
an assessment of the fundamentals of the Conservative brand. 
 
This chapter outlines how the current state of play compares historically and 
the key structural factors behind the Conservatives’ collapse. The following 
chapters explore voters’ emotional attachment to political parties, their policy 
priorities, and their underlying politics and values. We conclude with a chapter 
exploring where the centre right should go from here, and the key voter groups 
the Government should be targeting ahead of the next election.  
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1. The Conservatives are in their worst position for over a decade 
and a 1997-style wipeout is possible 

 
The Labour Party has not been this far ahead of the Conservatives since the 
Party took power in 2010. Polls at the end of September and start of October 
2022 put the Conservative Party between 20 and 33 points behind the Labour 
Party on vote intention. The last time Labour was more than 20 points ahead of 
the Conservatives was in 2001. 
 
Our poll identified a Labour lead of 12 points the week before the new Prime 
Minister took office, with Labour on 43% and the Conservatives on 31%. This 
was in line with the polls at the time even if the gap has since widened 
considerably. Like all polls, it is a snapshot and not a prediction, but if 
replicated at an election it would represent a landslide on a similar scale to 
Tony Blair’s victory in 1997. The latest polls suggest things have worsened 
considerably since, signalling a rout of even greater proportions. But how 
seriously should we take this risk? How do polls compare to previous mid-term 
ratings? How firm or soft are the two parties’ coalitions? 

 
Figure 1: Conservative poll lead over Labour, 1997-2022 
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1.1 The polls are still currently driven more by a Conservative exodus 
than a Labour surge 
 
Headline vote intention is febrile and obscures complexity beneath the surface. 
This is particularly true in the post-Brexit era, when electoral volatility has 
become more pronounced. So, while Labour holds a considerable lead over the 
Conservatives, there are a number of reasons for Conservatives to believe that 
all is not lost if they take the right decisions over the next twelve months. 
 
First, the vast majority of Conservative losses are to ‘Don’t Know’ or ‘Would Not 
Vote’. Even before the events of the last month, the Conservatives had lost 
nearly half of their vote since the 2019 election: only 53% of 2019 Conservatives 
said they would vote Conservative again today. This is equivalent to 6.7 million 
people saying they will no longer vote Conservative. But well over half of those 
losses (63% - or 3.7 million voters) have not switched to voting for another 
party and a further 500,000 say they would not vote. These voters are on the 
bench. 
 

Figure 2: Current voting intention of Conservative 2019 voters who would 
not vote Conservative again today 
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Second, Labour hasn’t yet surged in absolute terms. Labour’s vote is only 15% 
larger than it was in December 2019, a rise of only 1.5 million voters. In our poll, 
fewer than one in ten 2019 Conservatives (9%, or 1.26 million voters) have 
switched directly to Labour. This effectively reverses what happened in 2019, 
when 9% of 2017 Labour voters (1.12 million) switched to the Conservatives.1 
Overall this means that the Conservatives have lost four times the voters that 
Labour has gained since 2019. 
 
Third, there is a precedent for the Conservative Party to come back from 
similar polling deficits and to win the next election, namely in 1992. In January 
1990, Labour held a 10-point lead, which grew rapidly to 20 points in March 
over the proposed introduction of the Poll Tax. But as history shows the party 
recovered, in part through new leadership, and secured a surprise majority on a 
historically high turnout (78%) and 42% of the vote in 1992.  
 

Figure 3: Governing party poll lead over opposition 
Source: PollBase 
 
  

 
1 Onward/Stack polling, December 2019 
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There is also, it should be noted, an alternative and less positive precedent for 
the Conservatives. In 2008, the Conservatives held a 10-point lead over the 
Labour Government in April 2008, which grew to 20 points in August. The 
Labour Government failed to recover, and the Conservatives became the 
largest party in 2010, entering into a coalition with the Liberal Democrats. 
Turnout in 2010 was low by historic standards (65%). 

 

1.2 There are similarities to 1997 which should give the 
Conservatives pause 
 
There are nevertheless parallels between the late 1990s and the early 2020s. 
Between 1992 and 1997, the Conservatives suffered significant direct defections 
to other parties, but they also incurred a large number of abstentions. The 
Conservative vote fell by 4.5 million, but Labour only gained 2 million, 
catapulting them to a landslide. Turnout was low, with the number of votes cast 
falling by 7%, from 34 million to 31 million, between 1992 and 1997. As things 
stood in our poll, 30% of 2019 Conservatives said they don’t know who to vote 
for or would not vote at all. This would suggest that, unless those Don’t Knows 
return to voting Conservative, turnout may again be critical. 
 

Figure 4: Change in Conservative voting coalition, comparing 1992-19 
with 2019-today 
Note: The first bar shows how 1992 Tories voted in 1997. The second bar shows how 
2019 Tories currently intend to vote 
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The number of previous Conservative voters switching to other parties is 
growing - and this is a key figure to watch. Between 1992 and 1997, 15% (or 2.1 
million) Conservative voters defected directly to the Labour Party. A further 11% 
switched to voting for the Liberal Democrats. Our poll, conducted in August, 
shows 9% of 2019 Conservatives intending to vote Labour. Crucially, more 
recent polling shows that this figure has risen to 24%.2 
 
The change in Conservative and Labour vote between 1992 and 1997 resembles 
the change from 2019 to today, as shown by Figure 5 below. The Conservative 
vote has fallen from 44% in 2019 to just 31% today; Labour has climbed from 
32% in 2019 to 41% today. In the 1990s, the Conservatives fell from 42% to 31%, 
and Labour rose from 34% to 43%. This raises the possibility of another 1997 
style wipeout, particularly if turnout is low - which appears likely given wider 
levels of political apathy. 
 

Figure 5: Change in Conservative and Labour vote, 1992-1997 and 
2019-today 
 
 

  

 
2 YouGov, 6th-7th October 2022, here 
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1.3 A Conservative recovery depends on winning back Don’t Knows 
 
The single biggest reason for the collapse in the 2019 Conservative vote is 
ambivalence. Around a third of the party’s vote in 2019 now either doesn’t know 
how they will vote or say they will not vote. And because the Conservatives 
have contributed far greater numbers of their 2019 voters to the Don’t Know 
column than the Labour Party, if these voters continue to stay at home the 
Conservatives’ chance of regaining a majority are disproportionately 
diminished. 
 
The share of 2019 Conservative voters saying they now Don’t Know who they 
will vote for has not changed considerably in the last month, as Figure 6 below 
demonstrates. But what has happened is that Conservative 2019 voters are 
switching to Labour in much greater numbers than they were in August and in 
line with 1997, when 15% of 1992 Conservative voters switched directly to 
Labour. More worryingly, these voters are not displacing Don’t Knows but core 
support, with just 39% of 2019 Conservatives remaining with the party in 
YouGov’s latest polling. 
 

Figure 6: How would 2019 Conservatives vote today? 
Source: JLP and YouGov 
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But if Don’t Knows return to their respective parties, the Conservatives 
disproportionately benefit, with the gap between Labour and the Conservatives 
closing considerably. Before the events of the last month, if all current Don’t 
Knows had returned to the party they voted for in 2019, Labour’s lead would 
have fallen by 75%, falling from 12 percentage points in our poll to just 4 points. 
While this is no longer true, it is still the case that Labour’s poll lead would close 
considerably if Don’t Knows returned to their respective parties.  

 
Figure 7: Current vote intention vs vote intention with 2019-to-Don’t-
Know voters added to their respective party’s current total 
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Table 1: MRP results 

 
Current vote intention 

If Don’t Knows vote as they 
did in 2019 

Labour 382 287 

Conservative 187 286 

SNP 54 55 

Liberal Democrat 8 4 

Plaid Cymru 2 1 

Other 1 1 

 
It is worth noting that subsequent polls have widened even further and would 
deliver an even worse result for the Conservatives, with MRPs by YouGov, JL 
Partners and Opinium suggesting Labour could win in excess of 400 seats if 
their polls were replicated at a general election.3 In such a scenario, the 
movement of Don’t Knows will change the margin of victory but not the 
outcome of the election.  
 

2. The Conservative brand is severely damaged among a very 
large share of voters 
 
There are sensible arguments to be made that vote intention at this point in the 
political and economic cycle is of limited value. Two years is a long time in 
politics and voters may change their minds several times before polling day, 
particularly during an election campaign in which the parties’ policies, records 
and personnel are robustly scrutinised by the media and electorate.  
 
One way to understand voters’ deeper feelings towards the parties is to ask 
about vote consideration rather than vote intention - i.e. the likelihood a voter 
will ever consider voting for each party rather than the party they would 
choose to vote for if an election were held tomorrow.  

 
3 YouGov, 28th-29th September 2022, here 

https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2022/09/29/voting-intention-con-21-lab-54-28-29-sep-2022
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2022/09/29/voting-intention-con-21-lab-54-28-29-sep-2022
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Asking about vote consideration reveals a very serious problem for the 
Conservative Party: namely the fact that a considerable share of voters say that 
they are extremely unlikely to ever vote Conservative. Almost half (43%) of 
people we polled rated their likelihood of ever voting Conservative as less than 
10%. More than a third (35%) rated their likelihood of voting Conservative at 
zero out of 100. In Scotland, the share of voters who say they are less than 10% 
likely to vote Conservative is 59%. 
 
The Labour Party appears to be far more acceptable as a vote choice. Only 30% 
of voters say they would be extremely unlikely (<10%) to vote Labour, and 22% 
put their likelihood at zero out of 10. The implication is that the Labour Party 
may be better able to build an election-winning coalition than the 
Conservatives, because fewer voters are already ill-disposed to voting Labour.  
 
The opposite is also true. Just over a third (35%) of voters say they are more 
than 50% likely to vote Conservative, compared to 46% for Labour and 33% for 
Lib Dems. In Scotland, the SNP is the most popular party on vote consideration, 
with 53% of Scots saying they are more likely than not to vote SNP in future.   
 

Figure 8: How likely is it that you would ever vote for each of the following 
parties? 0 = Very unlikely, 100 = Very likely 
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Among the crucial group of voters who have switched from Conservative in 
2019 to Don’t Know today, levels of consideration are much higher. Nearly two 
thirds of this group (63%) rate their likelihood of voting Conservative at over 
50%, although very few (6%) said their likelihood was greater than 90%. These 
voters are also four times less likely than the average voter to rate their 
likelihood of voting Conservative at under 10%. The implication is clear: these 
voters remain well-disposed to voting Conservative, but are currently sitting it 
out on the bench.  
 

Figure 9: Conservative consideration among Con19-to-Don’t-Know 
Source: Onward analysis of J.L. Partners poll 
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Figure 10: Conservative and Labour consideration by constituency 
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The proportion of people who would consider voting Conservative in the seats 
the party gained in 2019 fluctuates around 35%, whereas Labour consideration 
averages 46%. 
 
There are only three 2019 Conservative gains in which more people consider 
voting Conservative than Labour. Two of these (Eastbourne and North Norfolk) 
were gains from the Liberal Democrats, so the main challenge to Conservative 
incumbents is not from Labour. The third is Dudley North - a classic Red Wall 
seat - where the Conservatives doubled their vote share from 31% in 2015 to 
63% in 2019. 
 
Even in seats the party held before 2019, the proportion of voters who would 
even consider voting Conservative is roughly similar to the share who consider 
Labour. The Conservatives only lead Labour in 189 of 308 - just 61% of seats. 
 

Figure 11: Party consideration for Labour and Conservative in two types 
of seat: (1) 2019 Conservative gains and (2) Conservative seats held 
prior to 2019 
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Figure 12: Conservative lead over Labour on consideration, only showing 
seats that are a two-horse race between Conservative and Labour 
Note: Seats where Con and Lab were the two parties with the highest vote share 
in 2019 
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Looking at the overlap between considerers reinforces the point that the 
Conservatives’ main problem is Don’t Knows rather than defections. A relatively 
small share of Conservative considerers would consider voting for other 
parties. Just 29% say they are more than 50% likely to consider the Liberal 
Democrats and only a quarter (26%) say they would consider Labour. 
Interestingly, Reform UK considerers are only marginally more likely to 
consider voting for the Conservatives (52%) than Labour (43%) and the Liberal 
Democrats (39%). 
 
Labour’s considerers are more fickle. 47% of people who say they would 
consider voting Labour would consider the Lib Dems and 46% would consider 
voting for the Greens. And more than two thirds of Lib Dem and Green voters 
would consider voting for the Labour Party. This raises the possibility of the 
progressive vote cannibalising itself between the three main parties, making an 
electoral pact more necessary at a general election.  
 

Figure 13: Overlapping party consideration 
Note: This is defined as the % of people who rate their likelihood of voting for each 
party as above 20% 
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3. Conservatives’ losses are concentrated among middle-aged, 
skilled working-class voters living in towns 
 
In 2019, the Conservative Party was extremely successful at expanding its reach 
among certain voter groups, including working class (C1/C2) voters, non-
graduates, those in middle age, and those living in towns, particularly the 
“rugby league towns” in the North and Midlands Onward identified as critical 
for the election, and which bolstered the majority so dramatically. 
 
It is precisely in these voter groups where the Conservatives have 
disproportionately lost voters since 2019. As shown in Figure 14, the 
Conservatives have seen a broad loss of support in the last three years, but the 
highest defection rates are visible in the following segments: 
 

• Since 2019, the Conservative vote share is down 14 and 16 percentage 
points respectively among 35-44 and 45-54 year-olds - double the 7% fall 
among 18-24s. 

• Voters living in towns and villages (15 percentage points) are three times as 
likely to have defected or drifted away as those living in city centres (5 
percentage points).  

• WANDs (working-age, no degree) voted equally for Labour and 
Conservative in 2019 (38% for each party). But now Labour lead by 23 
points. 

• Geographically, the highest defection rates are in the West Midlands, East 
of England and South East.  

• 50% of 2019 Red Wall Conservative voters no longer say they would vote 
for the party, including 14% who say they would vote Labour and 26% who 
don’t know who to vote for. 
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Figure 14: Conservative losses, and Labour gains, since 2019 by 
demographic group 

 
We can also see the impact of the rising cost of living, with groups more likely 
to have young families and mortgages disproportionately moving away from the 
Conservative Party.  
 
● 25-45 year-olds who are married with children make up 11% of the 

electorate. Labour held a modest 6 percentage point lead among young 
married parents in 2019, but now has a 30-point lead among this group. 

● In 2019, the Conservatives led Labour by 9 percentage points among 
homeowners with a mortgage. Now, Labour leads the Conservatives by 17 
points. This was before the recent rise in interest rates to 6%. 

 
This represents a considerable narrowing of the Conservative voting base 
compared to the socially and geographically diverse coalition assembled in 
2019. If the Conservatives want to be competitive again, they will need to 
develop a policy and political platform that can speak specifically to these 
voters and respond to their concerns. Future chapters will explore what this 
means in practice. 
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4. The Conservative voting base is now older than it has ever been 
 
The tipping point age is the age at which a person becomes statistically more 
likely to vote Conservative than to vote Labour. At the 2017 General Election, 
this tipping point was famously 47 years old, a figure which came to symbolise 
the Conservatives’ inability to attract younger generations. In 2018, Onward’s 
report Generation Why? found that the tipping point had risen to 53 years old, 
leading to widespread calls for the party to take seriously the generational 
threat. In the subsequent election, the Conservatives successfully reduced the 
tipping point to 43 years old, demonstrating that the ageing of the Conservative 
vote - and Labour’s increasing monopoly on youth - is not inevitable. 
 

Figure 15: Tipping point age for Conservative vs Labour (LHS) and 
Progressive bloc vs Centre-right bloc (RHS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unfortunately, since the 2019 election, the tipping point at which someone 
becomes more likely to vote Conservative rather than Labour has risen to 57 
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right bloc of the Conservatives and ReformUK/UKIP, the tipping point rises 
even further to 65 years old. In other words, a person only becomes more likely 
to vote for a conservative party over a progressive party when they hit 
pensionable age. The entire working age population is statistically more likely 
to support the Left than the Right. 
 
Party loyalties among younger voters (aged under 25) are far from fixed. 32% of 
18-24 year-olds rated their likelihood of voting Conservative as more than 50% 
(51 out of 100, or higher). The only age groups with higher levels of 
consideration are 55-64 and over-65. But the party struggles to change this 
open-mindedness into hard votes. Whereas 36% of over-65s currently intend 
to vote Conservative, only 13% of under-25s say the same. 
 

Figure 16: Vote intention and party consideration by age, including 
‘Don’t Knows’ 
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Beneath the 
surface 

 
What is driving voters’ behaviour?  
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The previous chapter set out the nature of the Conservative collapse since 2019 
and the characteristics of the voters who have abandoned the party, 
particularly those who have not yet switched to Labour. This chapter considers 
why they are switching their votes: the hygiene factors, changing priorities and 
personal circumstances that have created the conditions for the Conservative 
sell-off.  
 
The narrative that dominated the Conservative leadership election this summer 
was that the Conservatives have lost public support because they are 
increasingly “not conservative enough”. The implication was that voters are 
punishing the Conservative Party because tax has been allowed to rise as a 
share of GDP, regulation has been allowed to proliferate and not enough focus 
has been given to liberal policies that might enhance growth.  
 
These proved attractive arguments to the Conservative membership, but our 
poll provides scant evidence that it has much basis in reality among the 
electorate as a whole. In fact, we identify three issues that are responsible for 
the collapse in Conservative vote intention since 2019. The most important, by a 
considerable distance, is the reputational damage done by successive political 
scandals, followed by mismanagement of the economy and quality of public 
services.  
 

1. The Conservative brand has been dangerously damaged by a 
cycle of repeated scandals 
 
If the Conservative Party was a consumer brand it would be in deep trouble. 
The Conservatives’ biggest failure in the eyes of voters is ethical rather than 
practical. When asked where the Conservative Government has gone wrong the 
most, around a quarter (26%) of voters responded with the party’s handling of 
political scandals. This was considerably higher than any other factor: 16% of 
voters said Brexit, 14% said the economy, 11% said Covid-19, and 9% responded 
with the handling of the NHS. 
 
Among voters who have moved from the Conservatives to Don’t Know since 
2019, this figure is even higher. 42% of these voters said that this was where the 
Government has gone wrong the most. And among those who would defect 
from Conservative in 2019 to a different party today, 32% agree that political 
scandals were the Government’s greatest failing. This suggests that many of 
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those who backed the Conservatives at the last election have been pushed into 
the “Don’t Know” column by the last year of frequent political scandals, rather 
than the Government’s record on policy. 
 

Figure 17: Thinking about the Conservative Government, where have 
they gone wrong the most? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
There are wider indicators to suggest that trust in government and politicians 
has collapsed. When asked about what issues they worry about for their future 
and that of their family, voters place “the quality of our politicians and the way 
we are governed” as the second-biggest concern, at 28%. This comes behind 
the cost of living, which dominates people’s worries at 58%, and equal to the 
threat of climate change. Voters who have drifted to Don’t Know or defected to 
other parties are more likely than the average voter to cite the quality of 
governance as a concern for their and their families’ future. 
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Figure 18: If you think about your own future, and that of your family, 
what issues do you most worry about? 

 
If further evidence were needed, when asked to identify which traits they 
associate with the Conservative Party, the top three traits mentioned are, in 
order: “untrustworthy”, “dishonest”, and “self-serving”. Among all voters, the 
Conservative Party is three times more likely than Labour to be described as 
“dishonest”, twice as likely to be seen as not caring about “people like me” and 
twice as likely to be seen as breaking its promises.  
 
Again, voters who have drifted to Don’t Know or deserted to other parties are 
disproportionately likely to associate these qualities with the Conservatives 
compared to the average voter. This further suggests that the Conservatives’ 
recent scandals are a primary cause of their electoral collapse, and a barrier to 
key voting groups returning to the party.  
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Figure 19: Thinking about the following political parties, what traits do 
you most associate with them? 

Negative traits Positive traits 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When asked what needs most improvement in Britain, a similar pattern 
emerges. Behind other factors, such as the quality of public services, low wages, 
and economic inequality, three in ten voters think that “electing better 
politicians who are more effective at governing the country” (30%) and 
“electing better politicians who really know what life is like for people like me” 
(29%) are some of the issues most in need of improvement in Britain today.   
 
Conservative 2019 voters who have drifted to Don’t Know, the key group the 
Conservatives need to focus on winning back, are disproportionately likely to 
agree: 37% of Con19-to-Don’t-Knows want politicians to be more “effective at 
governing” and 34% want politicians to “know what life is like for people like 
me”. These voters’ desire for a more honest and effective Conservative Party is 
visible in questions on what kind of leader they think Britain should have, as 
shown below.  
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Figure 20: What kind of leader do you think Britain should have? 
Note: Con19-to-Don’t-Know only (those who voted Conservative in 2019 and don’t 
know who to vote for today) 

 
 
Why do people not vote Conservative? In short, it has a toxic brand and is still 
seen by some as the ‘nasty party’. 
 
We asked those who did not vote Conservative in 2019, and do not currently 
intend to, “What are your main barriers to voting for the Conservative Party?” 
By far, the most common response was that it “represents the interests of the 
rich and powerful.” 43% of people selected this as one of their top three 
reasons, and nothing else comes close. 
 
Ranked second, at 23%, was “It's not for people like me, I don't share its values.” 
And issues around competence (public service delivery and quality of 
governance) only ranked third, fourth and fifth, as Table 2 shows below. 
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Table 2: What are your main barriers to voting for the Conservative 
Party? 
Note: Asked only non-Conservatives 

It represents the interests of the rich and powerful 43% 

It's not for people like me, I don't share its values 24% 

Public services have got worse under them / get worse under them 23% 

Not competent 23% 

It has not governed well / never governs well 22% 

Its lawbreaking particularly around COVID regulations 22% 

Not taking the current situation on energy bills seriously enough 21% 

Brexit - they supported it 13% 

It represents right wing nationalism 12% 

It's been in power too long 8% 

Taxes people too much when in power 7% 

I don't like its previous leaders 6% 

Labour is the better choice 6% 

I don't like its new leader 5% 

Management of the economy whenever it is in power 5% 

Too weak 4% 

Brexit - they opposed it 2% 

It represents the woke and very left wing 2% 

 
2. Voters are losing confidence in the Conservatives’ ability to 
deliver a stronger economy and better public services 
 
The Conservative Party trails Labour on every policy issue apart from Brexit 
and Defence, both of which are currently relatively low salience. Labour leads 
on all other issues, including a 10-point lead on the cost of living, which 75% of 
our sample selected as one of the top three issues facing the country. 
 
In our poll, Labour was deemed marginally better able to manage the economy 
than the Conservatives, albeit within the margin of error at 1 percentage point. 
This has worsened considerably in more recent polls, with Labour taking a 21-
point lead in YouGov’s 12 October poll. This compares to a 6-point Conservative 
lead over Labour at the 2019 General Election. Given the Conservatives’ 
traditional strength on managing the economy, this should be a cause for grave 
concern. 
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On the NHS, which more than half of voters choose as one of the top three 
issues facing the UK, the Conservatives trail Labour by 13 percentage points. 
While it is not unusual for Labour to lead on the NHS, the Conservatives 
managed to reduce Labour’s lead on the issue to 2 percentage points in 
December 2019. The two parties were almost neck-and-neck and in March 
2020 the Conservatives briefly led Labour on the NHS, in the early days of the 
pandemic.4 As Figure 21 below shows, Labour has drastically improved its lead 
on housing and the environment, and reversed deficits on tax, crime, 
immigration and the economy in the last three years - all traditional 
Conservative strengths.  
 

Figure 21: Issue salience vs Labour lead over Conservatives 
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Figure 22: Labour lead on issues, August 2022 vs December 2019 
Note: The graph only shows issues with >10% salience and excludes Cost of Living, 
which was not asked in 2019. Source: Hanbury (2019) and JLP (2022) 

 
 
This is not true among voters who have drifted away from the party to Don’t 
Know, however. Among these voters the Conservatives lead on virtually every 
issue, including a small 6-point lead on the cost of living and a more 
comfortable 17-point lead for the economy. 
 

3. The cost of living and public service quality are key drivers of 
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Voters’ overwhelming worry is “not being able to afford essentials like food and 
energy bills”. 57% selected this as one of their top three issues, twice the level 
for voters’ second biggest worry, the quality of politicians on 28%. Nearly all 
(83%) of voters think the cost of living challenge should be the priority for 
politicians to focus on.  
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£3,000 a year, or would simply not be able to. This included around a third of 
voters who had drifted from the Conservatives to Don’t Know and who have 
defected directly to Labour since 2019. 
 
Certain other groups are particularly worried. For example, nearly half of 
parents with school-age children were unsure how they would pay their energy 
bills, including 15% who said they would definitely not be able to pay. Among 
social housing tenants, more than a fifth said they will definitely not be able to 
afford bills if they rose to £3,000 a year.  
 
When asked about what needs most improvement in Britain, more than a third 
of voters chose low wages (34%) and reducing the gap between rich and poor 
(34%), ranking them second and third in voters’ priorities. 
 

Figure 23: What would you say needs the most improvement in Britain? 
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While voters who have drifted from the Conservatives to Don’t Know are more 
focused on governance than economics, there is nevertheless a large 
contingent who are motivated by economic fairness. For example, 27% of these 
Con19-to-Don’t-Know voters said that “low wages” and “people not earning 
enough” were most in need of improvement, and 23% selected “reducing the 
gap between rich and poor.” A quarter (26%) of this group prioritise reducing 
the tax burden on working people, which is no higher than the national average 
of 27%. 

 
When asked about their top concerns, health and the NHS is clearly a worry for 
voters. 43% of people said that “becoming personally unwell” or “a family 
member not being well” were among their top three concerns, and 29% 
selected either “waiting for an operation” or “waiting for a GP appointment.” In 
total, 71% of voters want politicians to focus on the quality of the NHS. 
 
It is clear that voters primarily want reassurance from politicians that they are 
repairing trust in politics, delivering reforms to the economy to drive up wages 
and reduce inequality, and to improve the quality of public service delivery. 
These are the touchstone issues through which voters will judge different 
political parties at the moment, rather than low salience debates about growth 
and productivity.  
 
The risk for the Conservatives is that they talk past the electorate, abandoning 
the core territory of economic security and public service investment to Labour 
and focusing on a series of policies which - while well-intentioned - do little to 
calm voters’ fears and realise their priorities. This is particularly true for 
policies, such as the removal of the bankers’ bonus cap, which entrench existing 
concerns about whose side the Conservatives are on and reassert the 
impression that the Conservative Party is representing the interests of the “rich 
and powerful” rather than “people like me”. 
 

4. The Conservative Party has held onto its core brand strengths, 
but no longer neutralises Labour’s strengths 
 
When polled today, voters broadly believe that the Conservatives’ brand 
strengths are the same as they did three years ago. The party is seen as a party 
that “takes tough decisions even when not popular”, “can manage the economy” 
and “backs Britain”. These strengths are even more strongly identified among 
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core voter groups, such as voters who have drifted to Don’t Know, and those 
who have defected to other parties.  
 
Notably, neither voters as a whole nor Conservative voters say that the 
Conservative Party is best when it “cuts taxes for workers”. Only 10% of core 
Conservative voters and only 5% of Con19-to-Don’t-Knows say that cutting 
taxes is a brand strength for the Conservative Party. By contrast, 18% and 17% 
of core Conservatives and Con19-to-Don’t-Knows respectively believe that the 
party is at its best when it “controls spending and the size of the state”. It 
appears that fiscal conservatism is more positively identified with the party 
than tax cuts. 
 

Figure 24: When the Conservative party is at its best what does it 
represent? 
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Labour’s core strengths are very different and more strongly identified among 
the electorate. 43% of voters said that, when the Labour Party is at its best, it is 
a party that stands up for the working class and 42% said that it is a party that 
will always support the NHS. Closing the gap between rich and poor comes in 
third - at 33%. This highlights the extent to which Labour’s brand is tied up 
with economic equality and fairness. 
 
These are all Labour values that Boris Johnson successfully neutralised in 2019. 
The Conservatives’ pitch of “getting Brexit done to invest in public services and 
level up the country” successfully undermined Labour’s core strengths and 
positioned the Conservatives as the party of working-class voters, the NHS and 
economic fairness. 
 

Figure 25: When the Labour party is at its best what does it represent? 
Select top three in order of priority 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Labour Party is not perceived as a party that is good at “managing the 
economy”: only 13% think this represents the Labour Party at its best. However, 
given Labour now leads among all voters on the economy and the cost of living, 
there is a risk that the Conservatives will lose this traditional strength in exactly 
the same way the Conservatives neutralised Labour’s strengths in 2019. This is 
likely to be exacerbated by the economic backdrop, with cost of living 
pressures, real wage stagnation, and growing inequality all playing into Labour’s 
traditional strengths of “standing up for the working class” and tackling the 
“gap between rich and poor”. 
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In the last six years, traditional concepts of right and left have been rendered 
obsolete. The slow disintegration of traditional party coalitions, the dislocating 
effect of Brexit, and the rotation of the electorate in 2017 and 2019 have twisted 
the kaleidoscope of British politics and it is not going back. As we noted in our 
study of the 2019 election, No Turning Back, the last general election marked a 
clean break with the idea that voters hold consistently right- or left-wing views 
across both social and economic dimensions. Instead, voters hold more fluid 
values across each domain and now tend to opt to support parties that appeal 
to a combination. 
 
If anything, we found that the dominant values-mix in the UK in 2019 was a mix 
of traditionally left-wing economics and right-wing attitudes on socio-cultural 
issues, with 33% of voters located in the top left economically interventionist 
and socially authoritarian quadrant on an x/y scatter and just 9% of voters in 
the bottom right economically liberal and socially progressive quadrant. As a 
result, political parties’ traditional instincts - for example the Conservatives’ 
economic liberalism, or the Labour Party’s progressive approach to social issues 
- increasingly place them out of step with the voters they are trying to reach. 
 
One reason why the Conservatives were so successful in 2019 was that they 
understood this trend and adapted their message. Under Boris Johnson (and to 
some degree Dominic Cummings), the Conservatives adopted a more 
interventionist and redistributive economic message around levelling up and 
public services, while simultaneously moving to the right on crime, immigration 
and cultural issues. This both neutralised Labour’s key strengths - making the 
Conservatives competitive on issues such as the NHS and the environment - 
and maintained traditional Conservative leads on law and order and national 
security. The result was an electoral coalition that was not just larger and more 
diverse, but more homogenous in its values than Labour’s coalition too. 
 
The question now is whether - in the wake of the pandemic and the rising cost 
of living - these fundamentals have changed and whether the values coalition 
assembled in 2019 remains relevant and sustainable? Is it still the case that 
economic and social liberalism only appeals to a minority of the electorate, or 
could it have broader appeal now? And how homogeneous are the two parties’ 
respective coalitions in terms of economic and social values today, as compared 
to 2019? 
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1. The Tory coalition splits by economic values but unites on social 
issues. Labour’s coalition does the opposite 
 
The Conservative coalition has become stretched on the economic axis. Voters 
who supported the party in 2019, but have since defected to other parties, are 
marginally left wing on the economy on balance. And the 3.7 million voters who 
have drifted to Don’t Know are on average also economically centre-left. But 
those who have remained loyal to the party are atypically right wing on the 
economy, dragging the party away from the voters it needs to win back. On the 
other hand, the Conservatives are extremely homogeneous on social and 
cultural issues, where all three groups are consistently conservative rather than 
liberal. 
 
The exact opposite is true for Labour’s coalition, which is consistently 
economically left wing but socially extremely divided. The voters that the 
Labour Party has gained from the Conservatives and Brexit Party since 2019 
(11% of their current base) are 35 percentage points more likely to be 
authoritarian on socio-cultural issues than the voters the party has won from 
the Liberal Democrats and Greens (6% of their current base). They are also 25 
percentage points more authoritarian than loyal Labour voters who have stayed 
with the party since 2019. 
 
This makes the backdrop to the next election all the more important. If the core 
battlegrounds of the election are crime and immigration, for example, the 
Conservative Party will be much better able to hold its coalition together. But if, 
as seems highly likely two years out from polling day, the economy is the 
defining issue of the campaign, Labour will be better placed to hold their 
coalition together on economic policy. This should worry the Conservatives. 
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Figure 26: Average position of each party’s coalition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Loyal Con = Con 2019 + Con VI; Con Drifter = Con 2019 + Don’t Know VI; Con 
Defector = Con 2019 + Non-Tory VI; Loyal Lab = Lab 2019 + Lab VI; Lab-Right = Con 
or BXP 2019 + Lab VI; DNV-Lab = DNV 2019 + Lab VI; Lab-Prog = Lib Dem or Green 
2019 + Lab VI 
 
These differences are even more stark when visualised as the difference in 
standard deviation on specific questions, as in Figure 27 below. Standard 
deviation is a measure of variation. Lower standard deviation means that the 
data points are clustered closely together around the mean (low variation) and 
higher standard deviation means the data points are more spread out (so, high 
variation). If the standard deviation for Conservative voters is higher than for 
Labour voters, then we can infer that there is more variation in opinion among 
the former than the latter. 
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Labour’s 2019 coalition is more split than the Conservative coalition on cultural 
issues like crime, gender self-identification, and foreign aid. But Labour is far 
less divided on economic questions like funding for the NHS or the prospect of 
imposing windfall taxes. 
 
Similarly, Figure 28 shows the same pattern using the BES question set. The 
variation in social values (the standard deviation) is greater among Labour’s 
2019 coalition than the Conservative coalition. But the variation in economic 
values is greater among the 2019 Conservative coalition than among Labour’s 
coalition. 
 
Using the language of the dual-axis political compass, Labour’s is a ‘vertical’ 
coalition of like-minded left-wingers with differing social views; the 
Conservatives are a ‘horizontal’ big tent of social conservatives with differing 
economic values. 
 

Figure 27: Standard deviation for a range of economic and social values 
questions, Conservative 2019 vs Labour 2019 
Note: For question wording, see Annex 1 
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Figure 28: Standard deviation for BES economic and social values scales, 
Conservative 2019 vs Labour 2019 

 
 

2. The key swing voters by values alignment are left-authoritarians 
 
The fact that the two main parties’ coalitions split in opposite directions across 
social and economic axes raises the distinct possibility that the next election 
will be a competition for the votes of those in the left-authoritarian quadrant: 
with Labour appealing to their economic values and the Conservatives 
appealing to their social values. 
 
This is unsurprising. Not only were left-authoritarians crucial to the 
Conservatives’ victory in 2019 - and Labour’s collapse - but they remain the 
largest group in the electorate. Six-in-ten (61%) of voters fall into this category. 
By comparison, 11% of voters are right-authoritarians; 22% are left-liberal; and 
5% are economically right wing and socially liberal.5 
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Figure 29: Left-right and liberal-authoritarian values, by 2019 vote 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is also precisely among this group of voters that the Conservatives have 
suffered the biggest losses since 2019. Left-wing social conservatives are almost 
twice as likely to have left the Conservative Party since 2019 as right-wing 
social liberals. 46% of the party’s left-conservative voters would not vote 
Conservative today, compared to 25% of right-liberal ‘libertarians’. In total, this 
equates to more than 4 million lost voters among the former group, and 
300,000 among the latter, since 2019. 
 
The loss of support is dramatic. In 2019, the Conservatives won 37% of left-
authoritarian voters overall, compared to 22% for Labour, and the 
Conservatives won 50% when excluding those who did not vote. Today only 
22% of left-authoritarians voters say they would vote Conservative tomorrow, 
and 27% would vote Labour (rising to 34% and 43% respectively if excluding 
Don’t Know). This means that the Conservatives’ 16-point lead among this 
group has been reversed and is now 6-point lead for Labour.  
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Figure 30: Change in Conservative and Labour support among different 
values groups 

 
Of course, the Conservative Party may not want to appeal to voters who hold 
left-wing values on the economy, even if they agree with them on socio-
cultural issues. But it is important to understand the electoral arithmetic of 
such a decision today. On a standard BES scale, around 83% of voters express 
left-wing values on the economy, compared to 17% who are right-wing 
economically. Even among 2019 Conservative voters, right-of-centre views on 
the economy are a minority pursuit: only 27% are right-wing in terms of their 
economic values.  
 
The share of voters who are what we might term “libertarian”, i.e. they are 
right-wing economically and socially liberal, is even smaller. Just 5% of the 
electorate (and an equal 5% of 2019 Conservative voters) express these values, 
meaning there are around 11 times fewer libertarians than there are left-
authoritarians.  
 

3. Where the Conservatives should edge leftwards on the economy, 
Labour should become more authoritarian on social issues 
 
This analysis begins to throw the choices for the two main parties into sharper 
relief. On culture, there are more voters to the right of Labour (more 
authoritarian) than to the left (more liberal). In other words, shifting to be 
slightly more conservative on social issues could unlock more voters than 
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becoming more progressive. It appears the Labour Party may have internalised 
this lesson, having recently pledged to control immigration, prioritise crime and 
embrace visible symbols of patriotism. 
 
Labour could achieve this without altering their stance on the economy. Figure 
31 below shows that two-thirds (65%) of people who do not currently intend to 
vote Labour hold more conservative social views than the average Labour voter, 
compared to the less than 3-in-10 (28%) who are more socially liberal. It 
excludes those who are economically closer to the Conservatives than Labour, 
to try and isolate the effect of a shift on culture independent of a shift on 
economic values. 
 
Even among those who rate their likelihood to vote Labour as 50% or higher, 
but do not currently support the party (i.e. the pool of voters the party should 
be able to most easily win over), 50% are more authoritarian than the average 
Labour voter, versus 40% who are more liberal. 
 

Figure 31: Social values of non-Labour voters, compared to the average 
Labour voter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We estimated earlier in this paper that Labour has gained 1.5m voters since 
2019, extrapolating from headline vote intention figures. As an upper estimate, 
shifting to become more socially and culturally conservative could deliver an 
extra 2.1 million voters - assuming they gain all of those left-authoritarians who 
consider voting Labour (51+) but currently would not. This would give the party 
its largest vote total since 1951. 
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Even if only voters who are marginally more authoritarian came round to 
Labour (the pale blue bar in Figure 31 above) this could give the party an 
additional 1.1 million votes, creating their largest coalition since 1997. 
 

Figure 32: Historical Labour vote 1945-2019, estimated current vote 
(based on vote intention) and gains if Labour tacked right on culture 

 
 
There are two further reasons why Labour may pursue this strategy, beyond 
the mere size of the prize. The first is the high opportunity cost of not doing so. 
If Labour leave this territory open, there is a chance that the Conservatives 
could rebuild their 2019 coalition, once again splitting a potential Labour bloc 
along socio-cultural lines. 
 
The second is the competition Labour faces from other progressive parties. The 
left-liberal vote will also be courted by parties like the Liberal Democrats, 
Greens, SNP and Plaid Cymru. Labour would have to fight off these smaller 
parties first, many defending on their home turf (especially the Greens and 
SNP). Meanwhile, the only parties that have their base in the left-authoritarian 
quadrant are Reform UK and UKIP, both of whom are currently very weak. 
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4. In values terms, every single constituency is majority left-wing 
and majority authoritarian 
 
This is exposed even more at constituency level. While multilevel regression 
and poststratification analysis is typically used to estimate vote intention at a 
constituency level, and thus to predict likely outcomes in elections, in this 
report we use MRP to estimate the average position of voters in each 
constituency on left-right and liberal-authoritarian axes. The results reveal that 
every single constituency in the UK is, on average, to the left on the economy 
and to the right on culture.  
 
Exploring this by individual constituencies proves revealing. The most socially 
liberal seats in the country are, in order, Bristol West, Brighton Pavilion, 
Edinburgh North and Leith, Cambridge, and Hornsey and Wood Green. These 
are all held by progressive parties and will likely become more progressive over 
time. 
 
Meanwhile the most socially authoritarian seats include Stoke-on-Trent North, 
Bolton South East, Wolverhampton South East, West Bromwich West, and 
Oldham West and Royton. Three of these - in Bolton, Wolverhampton and 
Oldham - are held by a Labour Party deeply split on cultural values, and so may 
become more vulnerable to the Conservatives over time.  
 
Of the six most economically left-wing seats, five are located in Merseyside. 
The remaining seat is Dundee West. All of the ten most economically right-wing 
seats were won by the Conservatives at the last election, albeit including 
Chesham and Amersham which was lost to the Liberal Democrats in 2021. All 
are located in the South East of England except the Warwickshire seat of 
Kenilworth and Southam. 
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Figure 33: Political values by GB constituency 
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Table 3: Extreme seats - most and least socially authoritarian, coloured 
by current party 

Proportion who are authoritarian 

Bristol West 51.1% Stoke-on-Trent North 73.1% 

Brighton, Pavilion 53.6% Bolton South East 73.2% 

Edinburgh North and Leith 56.8% Wolverhampton South East 73.4% 

Cambridge 56.9% West Bromwich West 73.5% 

Hornsey and Wood Green 57.3% Oldham West and Royton 73.5% 

Bath 57.4% Dudley North 73.6% 

Islington North 58.0% West Bromwich East 73.9% 

Battersea 58.2% Leicester East 73.9% 

Oxford East 58.6% Walsall North 74.0% 

Dulwich and West Norwood 58.8% Clacton 74.1% 

 
 
Table 4: Extreme seats - most and least economically right-wing, 
coloured by current party 

Proportion who are right-wing 

Liverpool, Walton 18.7% Orpington 30.0% 

Liverpool, West Derby 19.3% Buckingham 30.0% 

Knowsley 19.3% Henley 30.1% 

Bootle 19.5% New Forest West 30.1% 

Dundee West 20.1% Maidenhead 30.1% 

Birkenhead 20.3% Ruislip, Northwood and Pinner 30.2% 

Bradford West 20.3% Meon Valley 30.2% 

West Dunbartonshire 20.4% Chesham and Amersham 30.3% 

Glasgow North East 20.4% North East Hampshire 30.4% 

Glenrothes 20.4% Kenilworth and Southam 30.6% 
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Another way to look at this is by plotting each constituency on the social and 
economic axes, colour-coded by the winning party in 2019, as below in Figure 
34. As we can see, the Conservatives have a tighter (more homogeneous) values 
coalition than Labour. The Labour Party’s coalition is more dispersed, and 
almost entirely overlaps with the SNP’s seats in values terms. It also looks like, 
within the Conservative and Labour coalitions, social and economic views are 
moderately correlated. More left-wing seats appear to also be more socially 
authoritarian. 
 
Liberal Democrat seats, by contrast, do not have a clear identity. Westmorland 
and Lonsdale looks a lot like a Conservative seat in terms of its values. But the 
four Liberal Democrat Scottish seats (especially Orkney & Shetland and 
Caithness, Sutherland, & Easter Ross) overlap heavily with the SNP coalition. 
The average values of the remaining six are the closest to libertarianism that it 
is possible to get in Britain: they are the least left-wing and the least 
authoritarian constituencies. 
 

Figure 34: Coalitions of the four major parties 
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5. The Red Wall is strongly to the right on culture but average on 
economics 
 
Like all constituencies, the seats the Conservatives won in the Red Wall in 2019 
have left-wing economic values. But they are not on either extreme: their 
economic views are roughly the same as the average constituency in the 
country. What makes them distinctive is that they skew considerably more 
authoritarian than the average seat. Compared to the average Conservative 
seat, however, they are considerably more left-wing than average. 
 
Figure 35, below, compares Red Wall seats to the rest of the Conservative 
constituencies won in 2019. As you can see, the Conservatives’ Red Wall gains 
are slightly more authoritarian than other seats and they also sit on the left-
wing edge of the coalition. It is also clear that the Red Wall seats which the 
Tories failed to gain in 2019 - which accounts for 30% of the original Red Wall 
identified by James Kanagasooriam - are mostly more economically left-wing or 
more socially liberal than those that the party did take from Labour. The 
implication being that the Conservatives will not extend their gains in the Red 
Wall by being right-authoritarian. 
 

Figure 35: How does the Red Wall fit into the Conservative coalition? 
        Red Wall seats, by 2019 winner                     Tory Red Wall gains, vs all other Tory seats 
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6. The Conservatives are most vulnerable in seats that lean further 
left on the economy 
 
The realignment of the electorate opened up new voters and constituencies for 
the Conservatives, which the party ruthlessly exploited in 2019, building on 
initial gains two years earlier. Between 2015 and 2019, the Conservative 
coalition became more working class, less educated, poorer and geographically 
more diverse. 
 
But it is precisely in these parts of the Conservatives new coalition that the 
party is now sliding back. As things stand, Conservatives are losing most of their 
more economically left-wing seats. Seat retention among the most 
economically left quintile of Conservative seats is just 11% (8 out of 73), 
compared to 96% among the most economically right quintile of Conservative 
seats (70 out of 73). 
 
The gradient for social values is much less steep, although the Conservatives 
are currently more likely to hold onto their liberal seats than their authoritarian 
ones. Seat retention among the most liberal quintile of seats is 68%, compared 
to 49% among the most authoritarian quintile. In other words, it is on economic 
values that the party is most vulnerable, and the threat is from the left not from 
the right.  
 

Figure 36: Economic and social values of the seats the Conservatives 
would hold or lose from 2019, based on MRP projections 
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The first three chapters in this report have established that the Conservative 
collapse since 2019 has resulted from an exodus of voters to Don’t Know, rather 
than a Labour surge, driven by concerns over government integrity, public 
service delivery and economic fairness. These voters - and the constituencies 
the Conservatives are most vulnerable to losing - tend to be more economically 
left wing, and socially authoritarian, than the party’s core vote.  
 
The implication is that the Conservatives will need to tack left on the economy 
and hold right on culture to reconstruct their 2019 coalition and a majority, 
while addressing the reputational damage incurred by recent scandals. This 
was not the direction of travel the Conservatives chose during the summer 
leadership contest, nor the strategy of the recent Government. It is therefore 
worth asking whether there is a viable electoral strategy available to the 
Conservative Party predicated on economic liberalism, fiscal expansion and 
rising immigration? 
 
In this chapter, we explore the popularity of different policies using a series of 
wedge questions in which voters stated their preference between two options 
on a scale of 0 and 100. The results reinforce the basic unpopularity of a 
libertarian policy programme, among not only the electorate as a whole but 
Conservative voters themselves.  
 

1. Voters want greater economic equality, not just faster growth 
 
At the 2022 Conservative Party Conference, the former Prime Minister argued 
that, “for too long, the political debate has been dominated by the argument 
about how we distribute a limited economic pie. Instead, we need to grow the 
pie so that everyone gets a bigger slice.” But voters would disagree with this 
prioritisation. 
 
When asked to choose between a government focused on growing the size of 
the economy or one that is focused on reducing inequality, 41% of voters say 
they would prefer a government that shares wealth more equally, compared to 
28% of voters who would prefer a government focused on growth. Even among 
2019 Conservatives, fewer than half (43%) of voters prefer growth over 
inequality, with voters who have drifted away from or defected the 
Conservatives even less likely to choose growth.  
 



 

57 
 

After the fall 

Figure 37: Voters do not prefer economic growth over greater equality 

 
Note: Respondents place themselves on a scale from 0-100 
0 = The Government should focus on growing the size of the UK’s economy more 
than they should on sharing wealth more equally 
100 = The Government should focus on sharing out wealth more equally than they 
should on growing the size of the economy 
 
When asked whether the Government should redistribute wealth from the 
better off to the less well off, Conservative voters are almost twice as likely to 
say they agree (43%) than disagree (25%). Among voters who have defected 
from the Conservatives to other parties, voters are four times more likely to 
support redistribution (60%) than oppose it (15%). 
 

Figure 38: Government should redistribute from the better off to the less 
well off 
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2. There is no consensus that taxes are too high and should be cut  
 
When asked whether the Government should “allow people to keep as much of 
their own money as possible, and make taxes lower” or “keep taxes at current 
level to ensure public services are funded and the debt burden doesn’t get too 
high”, voters are split relatively evenly. In total, 36% of all voters would prefer 
to cut taxes and 38% would prefer to keep them as they are.  
 
This does not vary considerably for the groups of voters the Conservatives may 
try to attract in the next election. Among those who have drifted to Don’t 
Know, 34% support tax cuts while 35% support fiscal prudence, and Red Wall 
Tories are almost exactly balanced with 39% and 38% respectively. Around a 
quarter of people, including among Conservative groups, are undecided on this 
issue.  
 

Figure 39: Please indicate which of the statements below best reflects 
your views? 
0 = The Government should allow people to keep as much of their own money as 
possible, and make taxes lower 
100 = The Government should keep taxes at current level to ensure public services 
are funded and the debt burden doesn’t get too high 

 
 

We ran an MRP analysis of this question to see how opinion on tax-and-spend 
varies across the country. Although the population splits fairly evenly on this 
question, only 15% of constituencies have a majority in favour of tax cuts. Fiscal 
libertarians are outnumbered almost everywhere in Britain. 
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Figure 40: Tax cuts are popular in only 15% of constituencies 
Note: Support for using taxes to fund public services includes everyone who 
answered 0-50 on the sliding scale; support for lower taxes includes everyone 
who answered 51-100. 
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3. Support for cutting corporation tax is particularly low 
 
To understand voters' relative priorities, we asked respondents to choose 
between cancelling the planned increase in corporation tax and spending more 
on the NHS. The results were emphatic: all groups, including Conservative 
groups would prefer to invest more on the NHS.  
 
Among all voters, only 16% choose reversing what was the planned rise in 
corporation taxes, compared to 64% who choose spending more on the NHS. 
Among every Conservative group, a majority favour spending more on the NHS 
and no more than a quarter of people support keeping corporation tax at 19%. 
 

Figure 41: If the next government has to choose, which of the following 
outcomes should it prioritise? 

 
 
Our MRP analysis of this question is even more stark. Not a single constituency 
favours cutting corporation tax over NHS funding. In fact, no more than 3-in-10 
people, in any seat, prefer cutting corporation tax to spending more on the 
health service. Support for cutting corporation tax ranges from around 12% to 
28%. 
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Figure 42: Cutting corporation tax over funding the NHS is a fringe 
opinion in every single constituency 

 
 
4. Conservative swing voters are extremely concerned about high 
levels of immigration 
 
When asked whether the level of immigration in recent decades has enriched 
or undermined British culture and society, voters are evenly split. 39% believe 
immigration has enriched society, while 38% believe it has undermined society.  
 
However, this changes markedly among Conservative groups. 2019 
Conservatives voters are almost half as likely to think immigration has been 
enriching as the average voter (22% and 39%, respectively). The Conservatives’ 
Red Wall voters are more than three times more likely to think that immigration 
has undermined society (61%) than has enriched it (17%). Those who have 
drifted to Don’t Know or defected to other parties are twice as likely to think 
the same.  
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Figure 43: Please indicate which of the statements below best reflects 
your views? 
0 = The level of immigration in recent decades has enriched British culture and 
society 
100 = The level of immigration in recent decades has undermined British culture 
and society 

 
 
We ran MRP on this question, to estimate the geographical spread of support 
for immigration. Figures 44 and 45, below, shows the results. Each constituency 
is colour-coded according to the estimated proportion of people who think that 
immigration has undermined society rather than enriched it. 
 
As you can see, immigration-scepticism is concentrated along the English east 
coast - all the way from Folkestone to Blyth - and also around the Black 
Country. Scotland, London, and the Home Counties (minus Kent) tend to be 
more pro-immigration. 
 
Distribution makes a world of difference. The country overall is exactly split on 
this issue. But 75% of constituencies have anti-migration majorities. In only 25% 
of seats is the pro-immigration view in the majority. 
 
This means that the pro-immigration population stacks up heavily in just a few 
locations, whereas anti-migration views are spread more evenly across the 
country. This has echoes of the distribution of Leave versus Remain voters. 
Although public opinion split 52/48 nationally, Remainers were outnumbered in 
two-thirds (63%) of constituencies. 
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Figure 44: The immigration-sceptic 
coalition is very geographically 
efficient 

Figure 45: Proportion of people who think that 
immigration has undermined British society rather 
than enriched it 
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This opposition also applies to immigration by country of origin. When asked 
whether they want more or fewer migrants from specific countries, we find 
that voters are supportive of higher levels of migration from Australia, Canada, 
Ireland, USA, Italy and Germany but opposed to migration from every other 
country we tested. In particular, voters want to see much lower migration from 
countries such as China, Nigeria, Pakistan, Kenya and India. This is even more 
true for Conservative voters than for average voters, who are only supportive of 
more migration from Canada, Australia, Ireland and the USA - and very strongly 
against higher migration from China (64% want lower migration), Nigeria and 
Pakistan (both 62%).  
 
It is noteworthy that this is almost exactly the inverse of the effect of the 
Government’s new Points-Based Immigration system, which has seen steep 
increases in migration from South Eastern Asia, the Far East and West Africa, 
but falls in migration from Europe following the end of Free Movement. While 
clearly playing to voters’ prejudices about different identities does not make for 
good policy, there are questions about whether this is precisely what people 
voted for. 
 

Figure 46: How do you feel about the UK increasing or reducing 
immigration from each of the following? 
Note: Graph shows the % of people who said “more immigration” minus the % who 
said “less immigration 
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5. The net impact of moving to the right on economics is negative 
rather than positive 
 
We can estimate the potential impact of different policy choices by estimating 
the number of Conservative voters who disagree with certain key policies and 
non-Conservative voters who agree. If we assume the former group stops 
voting Conservative and the latter group starts voting Conservative as a result, 
we can estimate the potential impact. This is a crude method but is 
nevertheless indicative of the potential impact of different policy choices. 
 
As we can see from Table 5 below, twice as many Conservative voters disagree 
with opposing a windfall tax or cutting corporation tax instead of investing in 
the NHS than non-Conservative voters agree with these policies, leading to a 
considerable net loss of support. The same is true to a lesser extent about 
inequality, where the number of Conservative voters who prefer a focus on 
inequality over growth also outnumbers the share of non-Conservatives who 
prefer growth.  
 

Table 5: Change in Conservative vote share, as a result of policy 
agreement 
 

 
Current Tory 
voters who 

disagree 

Non-Tory-voting 
considerers who 

agree 

Change in Tory 
vote, compared 

to current VI 

Don’t care about 
inequality 

37% 17% -9% 

Cutting corporation 
tax over funding NHS 

54% 17% -26% 

Opposing a windfall 
tax 

74% 22% -38% 
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6. The most salient and popular policies are economically interventionist 
and focused on the cost of living and economy 
 
MaxDiff analysis is a survey technique used to test respondents' preferences 
between a range of different options. Respondents are presented with 
successive series of options and asked to choose their least and more favourite, 
revealing the relative importance of each option. By using this technique to test 
a large range of different policy options, we are able to understand not only 
their relative popularity but their salience too. We tested 60 policies across a 
range of policy areas, from the cost of living to education and crime, 
deliberately including both economically liberal and interventionist policies and 
fiscally tight and loose policies. These policies are outlined in Annex 2.  
 
Table 6: Top five most and least popular policies by MaxDiff analysis 

      Most popular Least popular 

1 Cut VAT on energy to reduce the 
price of heating your home 

56 Remove the child benefit cap that 
stops child benefit after two 
children 

2 Increase taxes on big businesses to 
fund investment in public services 
like the NHS 

57 Give trade unions more powers 
negotiate on behalf of their 
members and strike if necessary 

3 Increase the national minimum 
wage 

58 Increase the number of migrants 
coming to this country to study at 
UK universities 

4 Invest in more apprenticeships to 
give young people an alternative to 
going to university 

59 Prevent self-identified transgender 
people from using facilities for their 
new gender 

5 Cut Fuel Duty to reduce the cost of 
filling up at the pump 

60 Take in more refugees and asylum 
seekers fleeing persecution, war or 
famine 
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The relative ranking of these individual policies is notable. But more interesting 
are the general insights we can draw from the analysis. It is clear that: 

● There is strong support for an interventionist state to tackle low pay and 
address rising inequality - but voters are sceptical of over-generous 
benefits. Policies such as increasing unemployment and sickness benefits 
are among the lowest priorities for voters. But increasing the national 
minimum wage is the third-most popular. 

● The cost of living and energy prices weigh heavily on voters’ minds - and 
policies to alleviate those pressures are immensely popular (including both 
cuts to VAT on energy and fuel duty and more investment in renewables). 

● People want a Government that is going to tax and spend - especially when 
that money flows from big businesses to the health service.  

● Voters want more and better services, including hospitals, ambulances and 
GPs, but are also happy to reduce the number of managers if it saves the 
NHS money. The emphasis is on frontline service quality rather than overall 
investment.  

● Culture war issues, such as free speech at “woke” universities and rules 
around gender self-identification have low salience. Voters do not consider 
them a priority even if, when polled on these policies individually, they 
support government action.  

● Universities are now unpopular. Voters explicitly oppose expanding higher 
education and want more apprenticeships instead. 

● There is strong support for reducing immigration. 

● The salience of crime is mixed. Increasing the number of police officers on 
the beat and investing in youth clubs to stop young people being drawn into 
crime are popular policies, but very little else is a priority.  

It is clear that voters have limited appetite to roll back the frontiers of the state 
and lower taxes for businesses. Support for tax cuts is concentrated around 
helping with the cost of living, such as VAT, fuel duty and travel fares - in other 
words tax cuts that help ordinary working people rather than those who are 
already wealthy. The suggestion is that voters want good government, not less 
government.  
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Those who hoped that the emphatic 2019 General Election result would spell an 
end to Britain’s post-Brexit political volatility have been disappointed. In 
December 2019, a triumphant Conservative Party had a majority of 80. The 
Labour Party’s reputation, electoral coalition and policy prospectus all seemed 
exhausted, perhaps fatally. The kaleidoscope had twisted and the Prime 
Minister openly discussed the prospect of governing for a decade. 
 
But three years is a long time in politics. It is now the Conservative Party that 
finds itself on its political knees and Labour finds itself increasingly confident. 
Two years out from a general election and the consensus is that the 
Conservatives are slumping to inevitable defeat. It is inescapable that the last 
six weeks of British politics has accelerated, rather than dissipated, the feeling 
of resignation among MPs and broader polling trends.  
 

1. Dead and buried? Why the Conservatives’ revival is underpriced 
 
Nothing is inevitable. In May 2021, Labour was 18 points behind in the polls and 
now stands 33 points ahead. Just as the political landscape changed 
dramatically in the last eighteen months, so too can it change again. The 
Conservatives’ experience in 1992 offers precedent for a party turning around a 
deep polling deficit to win a working majority. None of this is to say that a 
revival will be straightforward or even likely. But it is possible. There are several 
factors which Conservatives should focus on in their efforts to regain credibility 
and electability. 
 
Labour's lead is more fragile than it first appears. Disaffected Conservative 
voters are far more likely to have drifted to Don’t Know than deserted to other 
parties and those voters remain far more likely to consider the Conservatives. 
While this has started to change in more recent polls, the implication is that a 
large share of 2019 Conservatives might return to the party in 2024. This is 
particularly true because these voters are more aligned with the Conservative 
Party’s values than the average voter. Numerically, if the Conservatives could 
win back all of their Don’t Knows, they would be within touching distance of 
Labour - and render an outright Labour majority impossible. 
 
If the Conservatives can close the gap, they will disproportionately benefit. 
Labour’s vote distribution is increasingly geared towards cities and spread 
thinly outside. For example, in our model Labour was ahead in 142 out of 165 
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seats in the five largest city-regions in England - Greater London, West 
Midlands, Greater Manchester, Merseyside and West Yorkshire, up from 108 in 
2019. This means that if Labour’s lead narrowed, the Conservatives would not 
gain in a linear fashion but gain disproportionately. A four-point lead for Labour 
(if Don’t Knows returned to the party they voted for in 2019) would give both 
main parties around 280 seats each, rather than the 66-seat majority Labour 
secured with a 3-point lead in 2005. But in practice a 15-20 point lead for 
Labour means this doesn’t matter: the Conservative vote is so depressed as to 
more than offset any advantage.  
 
The Conservative heartland is large. Two-thirds (63%) of Conservative seats are 
held with majorities greater than 20%, and 47% are held with majorities greater 
than 30%. Even if there was a 10-point swing to Labour in every Conservative 
constituency, thereby gaining 104 seats, Labour would still be 16 MPs shy of a 
working majority. To secure even a slim majority (324 seats), Labour would need 
a swing of 13 points, reaching deep into Tory territory and becoming 
competitive in seats like Hexham, Basingstoke and Bournemouth West, which 
have never before voted Labour. This is indicated by current polls, but may not 
materialise in an election. 
 
Finally, there remains a core values proposition that unites the Conservatives’ 
disparate tribes, and creates meaningful dividing lines with the Labour Party. 
But unlocking this values coalition would require a shift away from social and 
economic liberalism towards a Disraelian One Nation economic policy and a 
more socially conservative approach to issues such as crime, immigration and 
community. This is broadly the values proposition that successfully united the 
Conservative Party and assembled a majority coalition in 2019.  
 
This will be difficult. It will require a noticeable shift in strategy. There are 
those that will argue, as they did during the summer, that such a strategy is 
“unconservative”, and that Conservatives should be prepared to forfeit 
popularity for ideology. But this is a false choice: democratic politics is 
ultimately a popularity contest, and governments require the ongoing support 
of the electorate to implement their policies. Political parties that rigidly stick 
to dogma as the world changes around them tend to be consigned to history. 
Pragmatism has historically been conservatism’s greatest strength. 
 
Keith Joseph understood this when he distinguished between the middle 
ground of public opinion - which was aligned to the changing fashions of 
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politicians and commentators in Westminster - and the “common ground” with 
the people and their aspirations. It was the latter, he argued, that Conservatives 
should try to understand and respond to, not the former, to ensure that 
conservatism was always in line with the wants, needs and interests of the 
British people. It is where conservatism should focus again today.  
 

2. A return to the national conservatism that won the 2019 election 
 
If we accept that it is possible for the centre right to rebuild a majority 
coalition, the question becomes how. What are the political and policy instincts, 
and the specific policies, that are likely to unite not just their core vote but 
considerers and Don’t Knows too? And where are the areas of Labour strength 
and weakness that the Conservatives might respectively attempt to neutralise 
or exploit? 
 
The answer should be familiar to any MP that stood at the last election: the 
form of national conservatism that blended support for an active rather than 
passive state, a civic renewal of our culture and society, and which prioritises 
state capacity and competence, not the shrinking of its responsibilities and 
virtues. This tradition places a stronger emphasis on the role of the national 
economy, which espouses a great civic renewal of our culture and society, and 
which prioritises the capacity of the state, rather than the shrinking of the 
state. Such a tradition has deep roots in the conservative tradition, echoing the 
one nation principles of Disraeli and the national interest of Chamberlain and 
Macmillan. But its most recent manifestation was in 2019. There are three key 
components to this agenda.  
 

2.1. The National Economy  
 
The Conservatives’ core voter groups want to grow the economy. Voters who 
would currently vote Conservative, have drifted to Don’t Know, and those in the 
Red Wall who voted Tory in 2019 all marginally (53-57%) agree that achieving 
growth is more important than redistribution. This is a clear dividing line with 
other parties, where around two-thirds of voters support redistribution of 
wealth over growth. Any Government is right to focus on growth. But it is a 
mistake to think that these voters want growth at all costs.  
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The voters the Conservatives need to win back are far from ambivalent about 
either the nature or beneficiaries of growth. They want an economic policy that 
helps a broad range of people, not just those who are well off. They are deeply 
worried about the cost of living and the economic outlook, and are far more 
likely to say that “low wages” and “people not earning enough” are areas in need 
of improvement in Britain today than “reducing the tax burden on working 
people”. In terms of their economic values, they are considerably more left-
wing than core Conservative voters.  
 
This means that the type of policies the Government pursues to generate 
growth matters as much as the pursuit of growth itself. Some have argued that 
tax cuts for wealthy individuals, large multinationals and the City of London are 
economically sensible, but politically they are among the worst strategies for 
Conservatives to pursue. They activate a small share of voters and alienate 
many more. Far more effective would-be reforms to make markets more 
competitive, an industrial strategy to nurture and scale superstar firms, 
stronger incentives for lower earners to reward hard work and aspiration, and 
strategic use of state investment and direction to foster growth in poorer 
places. The message should be one of creating the conditions to unleash 
opportunity, where anyone, with hard work, can go as far as their talents will 
take them.  
 
This agenda would likely place a lower premium on economic efficiency and a 
greater emphasis on economic resilience. Successive crises have demonstrated 
the fragility of supply chains and the exposure of strategically important firms 
to overseas buyers or state-funded competition. Conservatives might argue 
that economic insecurity is the enemy of growth: it undermines social capital, 
reduces risk appetite and distorts economic activity. In practice, this means 
building broad-based capacity in a range of industries and sectors, investing in 
infrastructure and developing human capital so that growth ‘trickles up’ from 
all corners of the country. This is in contrast to an agenda that seeks to 
optimise investment incentives among an ever-smaller number of people, 
places, and sectors, too often leaving our national economic fate in the hands of 
financial services in London.  
 
For voters, the promise would be one of higher paid, better skilled and more 
secure work. Even among 2019 Conservatives, 58% of voters think that 
“ordinary people do not get their fair share of the nation’s wealth.” It is notable 
that there was strong support for raising the minimum wage in our analysis - it 
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was the third most popular policy overall with voters - as both a policy that 
guarantees minimum standards and reduces the gap between rich and poor. 
Raising the minimum wage is also fairly popular (ranking 14th) among 
Conservative 2019 voters and slightly higher at 12th for those who have drifted 
to Don’t Know. Growing technical education is also extremely popular, while 
expanding university is outright unpopular. 
 
There is little evidence that voters want a contractionary fiscal policy. There 
remains strong support for tax and spending, and high levels of concern about 
the quality of public services, particularly from Conservative voter groups. Even 
among those who are 90% or more likely to vote Conservative, twice as many 
people would have preferred to give extra money to the NHS than reverse the 
Corporation Tax rises. Conservatives will struggle to win the next election if 
they are seen to have prioritised corporate tax cuts over funding of public 
services. 
 
Figure 47: Please indicate which of the statements below best reflects your 
views? 
0 = The Government should allow people to keep as more of their own money as 
possible, and make taxes lower 
100 = The Government should keep taxes at current level to ensure public services 
are funded and the debt burden doesn’t get too high 

 
 

2.2 Civic renewal but not culture wars 
 
Voters, especially those that the Conservatives might seek to attract, are what 
you might term “culturally conservative”. While they are not averse to change, 
they are anxious about rapid dislocation of society, want to preserve the 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

2019 Tory

Red Wall 2019 Tory

Drifter

Defector

All

Cut taxes (0-40) Undecided (41-60) Don't cut taxes (61-100)



 

74 
 

After the fall 

traditions and values that have been the foundation of social order in the past, 
and value core institutions such as family, community and nation.  
But they are not, by any normal definition, “culture warriors”. Voters generally 
agree that there is too much emphasis on issues of identity in politics and not 
enough on substance. For example, 73% of all voters agree that “politicians 
should focus more on raising people’s standard of living and improving public 
services, and talk less about cultural issues like race, gender and freedom of 
speech”. A further 75% agree that “concerns of working class people should be 
prioritised more by politicians than issues like gender and racial equality”.  
 
But even if voters express strong preferences in isolation, they rate these issues 
as among the least important when ranked among other possible priorities. 
Culture war issues like free speech at “woke” universities and rules around 
gender self-identification have low salience and are simply not considered a 
priority. Conservative 2019 voters are more in favour of protecting free speech 
and stopping woke teaching in schools (it ranks as 18th most popular out of 60) 
but preventing transgender people from using the facilities of their choice 
ranks very low at 52 out of 60. There is also no appetite for defunding the BBC 
and replacing the licence fee with a voluntary subscription (the policy ranks 
44th out of 60). 
 
This is not to say that allowing gender self-identification would be popular. 
Opinion is extremely divided and splits along party lines, with 59% of 2019 
Labour voters in favour of allowing self-identification and 66% of 2019 
Conservatives opposing it in favour of biological definitions of gender. The 
point is that bathroom and changing room policy is not on the top of voters' 
minds and therefore prioritising it would demonstrate the wrong priorities. But 
there is a broad range of other socio-cultural concerns that have extremely 
high salience. 
 
The most important of these concerns is immigration. While the average voter 
is split evenly on whether recent levels of immigration have enhanced or 
undermined British society and culture, Conservative voter groups and 
constituencies strongly believe that high levels of immigration have been 
detrimental to Britain. Two-thirds of current Conservative voters agree that 
“the level of immigration in recent decades has undermined British culture and 
society”, a view shared by 65% of those who have left the Conservatives since 
2019. At a constituency level, 90% of Conservative constituencies have more 
people who agree that recent levels of migration have undermined British 
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society and culture than disagree, compared to 58% of Labour seats. Given 
Labour and Lib Dem voters are heavily split the other way, there is a clear 
opportunity for the Conservatives to reunite their coalition around 
immigration. 
 
The other key socio-cultural issue is crime. Crime is rising in issue importance 
and currently Labour holds a 4-point lead on the issue. But this is another area 
where the Conservatives should be able to split the Labour coalition. 2019 Red 
Wall Conservative voters are more hardline on crime than any other group: just 
15% believe that “People turn to crime when they have no other options”, while 
86% think that “People who commit crimes do so because of their own choices 
- no matter how bad things get there is no justification for breaking the law”. 
This is broadly in line with current Conservative voters and considerers. Labour 
voters, by contrast, are nearly as likely (47%) to favour environmental drivers to 
crime than personal responsibility, and both Green and SNP voters are more 
likely to do so (54% and 51%).  
 
A successful Conservative strategy would focus heavily on making people feel 
safer in their neighbourhoods. Among the most popular policies we tested were 
increasing the number of police officers on the beat (rather than just the 
number of officers overall) and investing in youth clubs to stop young people 
being drawn into crime.  
 

2.3 Competence and capacity, not cuts and censure 
 
The coalition the Conservatives brought together in 2019 was by definition 
more fed up and distrustful than any previous voting base for conservatism. 
Statistically, the primary motivation for voting Conservative in 2019 was 
“getting Brexit done” and overcoming the “dither and delay” of Parliament. The 
Tory coalition also contained a large cohort of voters so neglected by the 
Labour Party that they switched sides. This was a coalition united by years of 
frustration at the inaction and incompetence of politicians. They trusted the 
Conservatives to be different.  
 
That the Conservatives have not been different is one of, if not the, most 
important reasons that around half of the 2019 Conservative coalition no longer 
intends to vote for the party. The frustrations that converted these voters in 
2019 are now driving them away. Conservative 2019 voters who have drifted to 
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Don’t Know are disproportionately likely to want an improvement in political 
culture: 37% of this group want politicians to be more “effective at governing” 
and 34% want politicians to “know what life is like for people like me”. The 
attributes they want in a Conservative leader are equally telling: trustworthy 
(54%), honest (48%), effective (42%), and strong (39%) are the most attractive 
qualities in a leader.  
 
This need for competence extends to the delivery of effective government 
itself. Conservative voter groups are disproportionately likely to worry about 
becoming personally unwell, waiting for a GP appointment or waiting for a 
hospital operation, and disproportionately likely to think that the quality of 
public services and the quality of roads, trains and buses are in need of 
improvement. In other words, Conservative voter groups are particularly alive 
to shortcomings in state capacity.  
 
The Conservatives need to focus on reestablishing trust in politics and 
reforming the state to deliver for people. The reputational damage done to the 
party’s brand over the last year has been considerable and will be hard to 
repair. There needs to be a relentless focus on integrity, a swift response to 
misdemeanours, and a premium on upfront honesty, rather than denials, 
obfuscation or attempts to evade scrutiny. In practice, this should mean a 
ruthless focus on delivery of the Conservatives 2019 election promises. Given 
the sense of betrayal that clearly motivated many to vote Conservative in 2019, 
it should be unthinkable that they could feel let down again in 2024.  
 
No one should expect a miracle given the amount of time before an election. 
The damage on values, especially after the last month, is deep and will be 
lasting. But if the new Government acts, and is seen to act, in service of 
ordinary voters in all that they do, there is at least the potential for the party to 
address voters’ concerns and revive the Conservatives’ reputation for 
stewardship and tough decision-making. 

 

3. Core vote: Which voters will be critical at the next general 
election? 
 
In 2019, Onward predicted that the 2019 General Election would be decided by 
an archetypal voter we named “Workington Man” - a typically older, Brexit-
voting, non-graduate, working class voter who lived in “rugby league towns” in 
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the North or the Midlands. This followed James Kanagasooriam’s landmark 
analysis identifying the “Red Wall” in the North and Midlands of England as 
being the critical battleground for the next election.  
 
Both sets of analyses were proven correct on polling day, when much of the 
Red Wall unexpectedly fell to the Conservatives and Workington - a seat which 
had never before voted Conservative at a general election - turned blue. But the 
next election is highly unlikely to follow the same pattern, and there is unlikely 
to be an archetypal voter like Workington Man - or Mondeo Man and 
Worcester Woman before him - capable of swinging the election. This is 
because the next election will be fought not at the margins of the electorate but 
in its centre.  
 
Today’s swing voter is amorphous and impossible to characterise with a narrow 
archetype. The Conservative Party has lost support among working class voters, 
non-graduates, parents, mortgage-holders and social renters, 35-64 year-olds, 
and those living in and around towns. These groups are not marginal too but 
the core of the British electorate, and both main parties will be competing for 
their votes in 2024. They represent a “coalition of the middle” with relatively 
typical characteristics and values, but whose votes will have outsized 
importance on the result.  
 
Crucially, however, these groups are left-authoritarian. They thus split between 
the Conservatives and Labour on different axes. The average position of 35-54 
year-olds, mortgage-holders, social renters, town-dwellers, C1 and C2 voters, 
and non-graduates is more authoritarian than the average Labour voter and 
more left-wing than the average Conservative voter. To win their votes, the 
Conservatives will have to move left on economics to unite them along cultural 
lines. Labour will have to move right on culture to unite them along economic 
lines. Each party’s ability to move along their respective axes while maintaining 
their existing core vote will determine which of them wins the election. 

 
4. The Liberal Democrats: Not winning here 
 
The Liberal Democrats do not occupy the same space as they did a decade ago, 
qualitatively or quantitatively. In terms of economic and social values, the 
party’s voters, who lean economically centre-left and socially liberal, overlap 
more with the Labour coalition than the Conservative coalition. In terms of vote 
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intention, they command an unimpressive 10-12% of the electorate, despite the 
Conservatives’ collapse. To put this into context, the last time a governing party 
polled this badly (Labour in 2008-09), the Lib Dems were fluctuating around 
18%. And through the mid-1990s, at the Conservatives’ lowest ebb, the Lib Dems 
were steady on 15%-16%. 
 
The threat that the Liberal Democrats pose to the Conservatives is therefore 
overstated. In fact, Conservative 2019 voters are more likely to defect to the 
right than the left. The total number of defectors is small, but it is notable that, 
while 3.1% of past Conservatives would switch to the Lib Dems, 3.5% say they 
would back Reform UK or UKIP. More recent YouGov data shows that this gap 
has widened since our poll. As of 6th-7th October, 9% of 2019 Conservatives 
would vote Reform UK, and only 5% would vote Lib Dem.6 For a party like 
Reform UK, with little name-recognition, to be gaining more ex-Conservative 
votes than the Liberal Democrats shows just how poorly the latter is 
performing - and how little the two parties now compete. 
 
In our 2019 General Election study, we found that the Conservative coalition 
overlapped with Brexit Party support far more than with the Lib Dems. We 
asked voters the following question: “Ideally, and forgetting your local seat and 
local candidates, which party would you vote for that best represents your 
political views?” Most Conservative voters (77%) felt most closely aligned to the 
Conservative Party. But 14% chose the Brexit Party. Only 3% chose the Liberal 
Democrats. In other words, 2019 Conservatives are 5-times more likely to feel 
aligned to the authoritarian wing than the liberal wing. 
 
Brexit fundamentally changed the electoral coalitions. In 2015, the 
Conservatives were closer to the Lib Dems, but in 2017 they were closer to 
UKIP. This is partly a function of the Conservatives edging left on the economy 
and right on culture, and partly the Lib Dems shifting in the opposite direction, 
widening the gap between them. Unlike in 2015, where UKIP did marginally 
better in Labour than Conservative seats, the Brexit Party cost the 
Conservatives an extra 25 MPs in 2019.7 
 

 
6 YouGov polling, 6th-7th October 
7 Guardian, Nigel Farage’s Brexit party saved Labour seats in 2019 election, analysis finds, 
November 3rd, 2022 

https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/tfd4mzb2ab/TheTimes_VI_Results_221007_W.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/nov/03/nigel-farages-brexit-party-saved-labour-seats-in-2019-election-analysis-finds
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As we have shown elsewhere in this paper, those 2019 Conservative voters who 
would not vote Conservative again today - the key group the party needs to win 
back - are small-c social conservatives who lean left on economic policy. They 
want the government to cut immigration, crack down on crime, and improve 
public services. 
 

5. The importance of geography: Which seats will be most 
important in 2024? 
 
Four-fifths of the voters the Conservatives’ have lost since 2019 have shifted to 
Don’t Know. In the first chapter we set out how returning Don’t Knows to their 
2019 vote choice disproportionately benefited the Conservatives and cut 
Labour’s national lead by three quarters to just 4 per cent. The effect at a 
constituency level is even more marked.  
 
Comparing our MRP of standard vote intention with one if Don’t Knows 
returned to the party they backed in 2019, we find that the Conservatives would 
save 81 constituencies from being lost to other parties by winning back Don’t 
Knows. This includes 42 seats in the North, Midlands and Wales which would 
stay Conservative that would have otherwise been lost, and 39 seats in the 
South, East and London.  
 
The regional spread of these seats is very even, which highlights the extent to 
which the party’s problems exist everywhere, rather than being confined to a 
specific location. Geography was important in 2019 because the party’s target 
seats clustered in a few key areas (Black Country, M62 corridor, North East 
England). The challenge for the party at the next election is to defend in very 
different types of places - from rural High Peak to Stoke-on-Trent to the 
seaside town of Worthing. 
 
The party would do well to focus their attention on these constituencies for 
reasons other than raw numerical threat. Like voters who have drifted to Don’t 
Know themselves, these seats are about as socially authoritarian as other 
Conservative constituencies, but they skew more left-wing on economic values. 
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Figure 48: The 81 Conservative seats that would be saved if Don’t 
Knows returned to the party they voted for in 2019 
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This reflects the party’s wider weakness among its more economically left-wing 
seats. It is a striking fact that seat retention among the most economically left 
quintile of Conservative seats is just 11% (8 out of 73) but 96% among the most 
economically right quintile of Conservative seats (70 out of 73) under our MRP 
model. This suggests that - far from the party “not being conservative enough” 
in recent years, it has been “too conservative” on some economic issues, 
alienating the left-wing fringe of its 2019 coalition. 
 
The same pattern does not exist to the same degree for social values, although 
the Conservatives are currently more likely to hold onto their more liberal seats 
than their authoritarian ones. Seat retention among the most liberal quintile of 
seats is 68%, compared to 49% among the most authoritarian quintile. In other 
words, it is on economic values that the party is most vulnerable, and the threat 
is from the left not from the right. 
 
The other factor the Conservatives should consider is the politics of density. In 
the 1980s, density had little to do with the level of Conservative support: the 
party won in places with dense populations and those with disparate 
populations. But in 2019, population density explained 45% of the variation in 
Conservative vote share in England. Having lost ground everywhere in 1997, the 
Conservatives steadily became more rural over the subsequent two decades, 
until Brexit and the 2017 election when the party became markedly less urban 
and more likely to win in lower density areas. This trend continued in 2019.  
 

Figure 49: Correlation between population density and Conservative 
vote 
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The extent to which this is a new phenomenon is underscored by Figure 50 
below. We can see the Conservatives have always performed better in more 
rural areas, unsurprisingly for a middle class and largely provincial party. But, in 
recent years, the distribution of Conservative support has shifted increasingly 
towards low-density constituencies and away from high-density seats, 
especially the major city centres which saw a collapse in Conservative support 
in 2017 and 2019. 
 

Figure 50: Average Conservative vote share, by deciles of population 
density 

This has important implications for the party’s seat targeting. Seats with low 
population density that do not currently vote Conservative include 
Westmorland and Lonsdale, Lancaster and Fleetwood, and Gower. Meanwhile, 
seats where there is high population density but Conservative majorities - 
which might be vulnerable to Labour - include Chelsea and Fulham, Kensington 
and Cities of London and Westminster. 
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The two general elections since the EU Referendum in 2016 were the two most 
volatile elections since records began. The next general election looks set to be 
even more febrile still. In 2019, 37% of people switched their vote to support a 
different party to 2017, three times higher than the average level in the 1960s, 
when individual-level volatility was just 13%. On current polling, 16% of voters 
intend to switch parties and 24% do not know how they will vote. Even with 
Labour’s extraordinary poll lead, predictions about the outcome of the next 
election should be taken with a healthy pinch of salt. 
 
What is certain is that the Conservatives’ face a series of electoral choices that 
lead towards or away from an unprecedented fifth successive majority on the 
one hand, and an unprecedented defeat on the other. If the party moves further 
to the right on economic policy, it moves away from the economic values of the 
voters it needs to win back. If it adopts a more liberal stance on issues such as 
immigration, it risks alienating its entire potential coalition. Recent choices are 
some of the reasons the Conservatives are in the position they now find 
themselves in. 
 
But if, instead, the Conservatives embrace the kind of national conservatism 
that won an 80-seat majority in 2019, they have the potential to revive their 
fortunes and close the gap with Labour. This agenda combines social and 
cultural conservatism with an economic policy that helps a broad range of 
people, not just those who are well-off and a clear commitment to investment 
in the NHS and public services. Such an approach would eschew ideology, 
embrace pragmatism and recognise that conservatism prospers when it 
represents the entire nation, not one part of it.  
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Support Onward 
 

Onward is an independent, not-for-profit thinktank. We rely on the generous 
support of individuals and trusts, as well as partnerships with charities and 
businesses, to support our leading programme of research and events. 
 
Individual and Trust donations 
 
Onward’s core programme of research is funded by individual and trust 
donations. If you are an individual or represent a philanthropic trust and would 
like to support our ongoing research agenda, we would love to hear from you. 
We do not accept corporate funding for research reports. Please contact us on 
office@ukonward.com if you would like to donate by cheque or you can donate 
electronically using Onward’s account details below. 
 
UK Onward Thinktank Ltd 
Not-for-profit company no. 11326052 
Bank: Natwest 
Account number: 21328412 
Sort code: 50–10–05 
 
Please note that Onward retains copyright and full editorial control over any 
written research it produces, irrespective of funding. 
 
Partnerships with companies and charities 
 
Alongside our research, we want to work closely with charities, trusts and 
businesses, large and small, to further the political debate and bring the 
expertise and ideas from outside government to bear on the policymaking 
process. 
 
If you would like to partner with Onward as a sponsor of one of our roundtable 
events or conferences, or to join our Business Leaders Network to engage 
further with our work, please get in touch at office@ukonward.com. 
  
A commitment to transparency 
 
Onward is committed to transparency and will publish the names of individuals 
and organisations who give us more than £5,000 of support each year. This is 
published on our website twice a year. 
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