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1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Voting behaviour
	The study of how and why individuals vote as they do, and the patterns this produces across the electorate.

	Psephology
	The academic study of elections and voting behaviour.

	Party identification (partisanship)
	A long-term, often inherited psychological attachment to a political party, historically seen as the strongest predictor of how someone votes.

	Partisan dealignment
	The weakening of voters' long-term attachment to a political party, leading to more volatile, short-term-driven voting.

	Class dealignment
	The weakening link between an individual's social class and the party they vote for, undermining the traditional class-based voting model.

	Valence issues
	Issues on which almost all voters share the same goal (e.g. a strong economy, competent government), so parties compete on perceived competence to deliver it rather than on ideological position.

	Positional (ideological) issues
	Issues on which voters and parties hold genuinely different preferences (e.g. levels of taxation, nationalisation), allowing for clearer left–right choice.

	Salience
	The relative importance or prominence of a particular issue to voters at a given election.

	Floating / swing voter
	A voter without strong, fixed party allegiance, who may vote for different parties at different elections and is often targeted heavily during campaigns.

	Tactical voting
	Voting for a candidate/party other than one's first preference in order to prevent a less-preferred party from winning, common under First Past the Post.

	Rational choice model
	A theory of voting behaviour suggesting voters weigh up parties' policies and record and vote for whichever best serves their interests, rather than voting from habitual loyalty.

	Governing competence
	Voters' perception of a party's ability to run the economy and country effectively, often decisive in close elections.

	Opinion poll
	A survey of a sample of the electorate used to estimate broader public opinion or voting intention.

	Exit poll
	A poll conducted with voters as they leave polling stations, used to give an early, generally very accurate, projection of the election result.

	Leadership image / factor
	The influence of a party leader's perceived competence, trustworthiness, and likeability on voting behaviour.

	Media agenda-setting
	The theory that the media does not tell people what to think, but strongly influences what issues people think about, by choosing what to cover.

	Press partisanship
	The tendency of UK newspapers to openly support a particular party or political position, unlike broadcasters.

	Broadcast impartiality
	The legal requirement (enforced by Ofcom) for UK television and radio broadcasters to remain politically neutral, unlike the press.

	Digital/social media campaigning
	The use of platforms such as Facebook and X to target voters directly with tailored political messaging, increasingly central to modern campaigns.

	Filter bubble / echo chamber
	The phenomenon whereby social media algorithms show users content that reinforces their existing views, potentially deepening political polarisation.


2. Core Knowledge
Long-term factors in voting behaviour
· Class: the traditional sociological model (Butler and Stokes) held that class was the single best predictor of party choice — broadly, working-class voters supporting Labour and middle-class voters supporting the Conservatives. Evidence of class dealignment (fewer voters fitting this pattern) has grown since the 1970s, with class now a much weaker predictor.
· Party identification: the Michigan model suggests many voters develop a long-term psychological attachment to a party, often inherited from family, that shapes their vote over successive elections. Partisan dealignment describes the weakening of this attachment over time.
· Age: older voters have been consistently more likely to vote Conservative, younger voters more likely to vote Labour or for smaller/progressive parties; age has become one of the strongest dividing lines in recent elections, arguably stronger than class.
· Gender, region, and ethnicity: historic gender gaps in party support have narrowed and shifted over time; strong regional patterns persist (e.g. Conservative strength in southern England, historic Labour strength in parts of northern England, Scotland's shift to the SNP); ethnic minority voters have voted disproportionately Labour, though this pattern has shown some signs of change.
Short-term factors in voting behaviour
· Valence issues: voters increasingly judge parties on competence — particularly economic management and leadership — rather than fixed ideological loyalty, especially as class and partisan dealignment have weakened long-term anchors.
· Leadership image: perceptions of a leader's competence, trustworthiness, and relatability can significantly affect a party's support, especially in a more presidentialised media environment.
· The economy: perceptions of both personal financial wellbeing (‘pocketbook voting’) and the state of the national economy (‘sociotropic voting’) are consistently strong predictors of the governing party's electoral fortunes.
· Campaign events and the media: single events (leaders' debates, gaffes, manifesto launches) can shift momentum within a campaign, amplified heavily by media coverage.
Case study elections
· 1979: the ‘Winter of Discontent’ and perceptions of Labour economic incompetence contributed to Margaret Thatcher's victory.
· 1997: a Labour landslide under Tony Blair, driven by New Labour's rebranding, economic competence concerns over the Conservatives (post-Black Wednesday), and 18 years of Conservative rule producing a strong desire for change.
· 2015: an unexpected Conservative majority, alongside the SNP's near-total dominance of Scottish seats, illustrating both the continued salience of economic competence and the growing importance of regional/nationalist voting patterns.
· 2017: a hung parliament, with a surprisingly strong Labour performance under Corbyn credited partly to youth turnout and social media campaigning.
· 2019: a large Conservative majority built around the simple valence message ‘Get Brexit Done,’ with significant Labour losses in traditional ‘Red Wall’ seats, showing the erosion of traditional class-based loyalty.
The media and voting behaviour
· Press partisanship: UK newspapers have historically taken open, often stridently partisan, editorial positions (e.g. The Sun's famous 1992 front page claiming credit for the Conservative victory), unlike broadcasters.
· Broadcast impartiality: TV and radio broadcasters are legally required (via Ofcom rules) to remain impartial, giving them a different, arguably more trusted, role in shaping public understanding than the press.
· Declining print, rising digital: newspaper circulation and influence have declined sharply, while social media and digital advertising (including targeted, data-driven campaigning, as controversially seen with Cambridge Analytica) have become central to modern campaign strategy.
· Debate on media influence: the extent to which the media simply reflects existing public opinion (minimal effects model) versus actively shapes it (agenda-setting, framing effects) remains contested among psephologists.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research voting patterns by age and by class at the 2019 general election. Which factor appears to have been the stronger predictor of vote choice, and why?
· Data challenge: find British Election Study or Ipsos data on party identification strength over the last 40 years. What does the long-term trend suggest about the reliability of the party identification model today?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes social media has replaced the press as the most influential political medium in UK elections.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the decline of class and partisan alignment connects to the wider ‘participation crisis’ debate covered in Democracy and Participation.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 30-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘Evaluate the extent to which valence issues, rather than long-term factors such as class, now determine the outcome of UK general elections.’
· Comparative extension: research the role of leaders' debates in a UK general election of your choice and evaluate how much they appeared to shift public opinion, using polling evidence from before and after the debate.
· Primary source analysis: find and compare front pages from two rival newspapers on the same day during a general election campaign. What framing differences can you identify, and what effect might this have on readers?
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that valence issues, rather than long-term factors such as class, now determine the outcome of UK general elections. (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Define valence issues clearly and distinguish them from positional/ideological issues and from long-term factors such as class and partisanship.
· Use specific, dated election evidence (e.g. 1979, 1997, 2019) to show valence judgements shaping outcomes.
· Weigh this against continued evidence of long-term factors mattering (e.g. regional patterns, age as a new dividing line).
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· Elections and Voters in Britain — David Denver, Christopher Carman, and Robert Johns
· The British General Election of [year] — the Nuffield election study series, covering each general election in depth
· Explaining Labour's Landslide / equivalent post-election analyses covering 1997 and other landmark results
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — election-night specials and voting behaviour analysis
· The Political Party (Matt Forde)
· Electoral Dysfunction
Websites and organisations
· The British Election Study (britishelectionstudy.com) — the authoritative academic dataset on UK voting behaviour
· YouGov (yougov.co.uk) and Ipsos (ipsos.com) — regular polling data and analysis
· UK Polling Report / Britain Elects — tracking of poll trends over time
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — analysis of campaign strategy and media coverage

