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Abstract
Using data from the 1997-2001 BEPS we consider levels of enduring support for the Liberal Democrats. Reviewing the compelling criticisms of party identification, we use this measure in conjunction with 'Strength of Feeling' scores to enable us to identify individuals ranking of the parties. We then consider the stability of these rankings over time. We consider the spatial positioning of the Liberal Democrats - are they a central party, has there been movement either unilaterally or in response to other party movements? We look at evidence from the BEPS to show respondents' views on this question. Finally, we consider existing definitions of tactical voting, formulating a new concept of non-preference voting, and examine the liberal democrats' apparently unique role in this behaviour.

We develop a highly cautious view of the validity of traditional measures of party identification, using it, under the principle of convergent validity, as a further indication of individual party preference alongside the data provided by the 'Strength of Feeling' scores. These measures enable us to identify a clear three-party ranking for 95% of respondents and it is this ranking which we use to consider individual voters behaviour in accordance with their first preference, at odds with their first preference (non-preference voting) or abstaining. 

Analysis of BEPS 1997-2001 enables us to show that support for the Liberal Democrat Party is weaker and less stable than for its main challengers. Furthermore, proportionately greater numbers of liberal democrat preferers vote at odds with this preference, or abstain, than do preferers of the other main parties. The Liberal Democrat Party has to work harder to maintain its support gaining proportionately more of its support at elections from new voters or switchers than its competitors.  Similarly, the party is effective at consolidating previous wins and gaining tactical support when challenging in a marginal constituency, but is less effective - losing support where it comes second in a safe seat, or lower. We concur with Russell and Fieldhouse's findings (2004) that the Liberal Democrats lose as much as gain from tactical voting. 
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Introduction

This needs to be 'set up' more efficiently…

The concept of party identification (Campbell et al, 1960) tends to be either hailed as the key to explaining vote, or maligned as a concept which is mis-specified, poorly defined, inappropriately imported from other political contexts, poorly measured and unstable. Any model wishing to utilise some measure of party affiliation or loyalty is required to take one of three positions: a) to accept its traditional definition; b) to treat it as empty of meaning, or as tautologous to other measures (such as vote-choice); or c), as we suggest here, as merely a further useful measure, perhaps validating those other measures of party preference. 

Campbell et al's (1960) concept of party identification, a fundamental variable in their 'funnel of causality', displaced class as the explanation for vote choice in the UK when it was deployed by Butler and Stokes in their seminal work (1970). Since then much of the debate has concentrated on its salience, apparent decline as 'issues' grew in significance, and most recently, its measurement. The original Michigan Model (Campbell et al, 1960) is premised on parental partisanship (no longer measured in the BES), life experience, and, more specifically, voting experience. Party identification is learned early in one's political socialisation. Thus defined it should, therefore, have the following implications: Voting should be predictable; ideological positions should be stable (even if more ephemeral attitudinal positions are more fluid); party identification should strengthen with a) age and b) as individuals gain more electoral experience (i.e. participate in more elections); strong identifiers should have more stable attitudes and be resilient to change; and the party rather than the individual should be the dominant partner in the relationship - engaging in preference shaping of voters' attitudes rather than responding to changes in public opinion. 

Thus cast, party identification should be found to be stable, even where vote-switching takes place, enduring, across at least several consecutive years, resilient to the ephemera of political events in that it does not shadow vote-switching, and given these strict criteria, is likely to be found only in a significant stable minority of respondents.  

In Britain, there is some agreement that, since the early 1970s, increasing electoral volatility, the rise of third parties, and the rise of issue voting has impacted the explanatory strength of party identification (Crewe et al, 1977, Heath et al, 1985, Heath et al, 1991). However, whether this has led to partisan 'dealignment' - the weakening in both number and strength of identifiers (Sarlvik and Crewe, 1983), or to an increasing 'secularisation' - increased electoral volatility and a weakened role of party identification (Heath, Jowell and Curtice, 1991), remains unresolved. 

This analysis makes use of data from the British Election Panel Data 1997-2001. Cross-sectional analyses of the most recent wave (post-election 2001), and longitudinal analyses of the five substantive waves (annually from post-election 1997 to 2001) are presented allowing us to consider whether party identification, as traditionally formulated, understood and measured, has survived contemporary politics.

1.
Proportion of identifiers

The 2001 post-election wave of the BEPS casts 91.8% of respondents as party identifiers (Table 1).

Table 1: BEPS 2001 Party identification 

	Identification
	Frequency
	  Percentage

	None
	168
	7.2

	Conservative
	622
	26.7

	Labour
	1055
	45.2

	Liberal Democrat
	318
	13.6

	Scottish National Party
	96
	4.1

	Plaid Cymru
	12
	.5

	Other 
	39
	1.7

	Refused
	8
	.3

	Don't   know
	15
	.6

	Total
	2333
	100    


Source BEPS Wave 8 Question z26: “Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat, [Nationalist party if applicable] or what?"
Those who could not express a preference at this stage were asked a follow-up question (z28) of which a minority expressed a 'leaning' towards a particular party increasing the identifiers by a further 2.9% of the sample to a total of 94.7% of respondents having some positive response to this question.

Traditionally, question z26 and its predecessors have been interpreted as measuring party identification. This implies that nearly 95% of BEPS respondents are able, with minimal prompting, to express an identification with one or other of the parties. Indeed, these results show that a total of 88.3% chose one of the three major parties (a further 4.7% chose one of the two nationalist parties). 

Our starting point therefore, is that according to the traditional measure, nearly everyone is a party identifier. One of our expectations is already contradicted - party identification apparently applies to most voters. However, since party identification does not correlate precisely with vote-choice, it might still be seen as an independent or at least partly useful measure of some predisposition at the individual level. It can however, be further criticised in a number of ways:

2.
Multicollinearity

The independence of the traditional measure may be questioned due to its apparent degree of correlation with two other indicators of 'preferred party' - 'Strength of Feeling' scores and actual vote intention (or reported vote). If we find, given that the possible responses to these three measures are identical (the political parties) that there are to a large extent, similar results, then they may be, to a large extent, measuring the same phenomenon.  

a)
Party identification and Strength of Feeling 

Respondents were asked to rate their feelings for each of the main national and nationalist parties on a five-point scale with “strongly in favour” and “strongly against” as scale endpoints, unlike the party identification question. With these questions there was no attempt to have the respondent consider the sum of their feelings over a broad time span; the questions were worded simply as “please choose a phrase from this card to say how you feel about [each party in turn]”. Based upon these ratings a rank order of party preference was constructed. The first-ranked party or parties is shown in 

Table 2

For the 2001 wave, a clear party of first preference could be identified for 67.7% of respondents. The remaining respondents had a tie for first preference, most notably between the Labour and Liberal Democrat parties (13.3%).

Table 2: First-ranked party or parties by SoF ratings

	First ranked party or parties
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative 

Percent

	Conservative (C)
	457
	19.8
	19.8

	Labour (L)
	687
	29.7
	49.5

	Liberal Democrat (LD)
	329
	14.2
	63.7

	Scottish National Party (SNP)
	82
	3.5
	67.3

	Plaid Cymru (PC)
	10
	.4
	67.7



	Ties
C-L 
	43
	1.9
	69.6

	
C-LD 
	111
	4.8
	74.4

	
C-SNP 
	9
	.4
	74.7

	
C-PC
	2
	.1
	74.8

	
L-LD 
	307
	13.3
	88.1

	
L-SNP 
	66
	2.9
	91.0

	
L-PC 
	5
	.2
	91.2

	
LD-SNP 
	28
	1.2
	92.4

	
LD-PC 
	3
	.1
	92.5

	
C-L-LD 
	117
	5.1
	97.6

	
C-LD-SNP 
	4
	.2
	97.8

	
L-LD-SNP 
	29
	1.3
	99.0

	
L-LD-PC 
	4
	.2
	99.2

	
C-L-LD-SNP
	16
	.7
	99.9

	
C-L-LD-PC
	3
	.1
	100.0

	Total
	2312
	100.0
	


Of those respondents who expressed a clear first preference for a party using 'Strength of Feeling' scores and who reported a party preference using the 'party identification' measure (Table 3, on the diagonal), 95% were consistent in their preference. 

Table 3: Crosstab Party identification (z26) and 'Preferred Party (based on 'Strength of Feeling' score - party ranked first)

	Party of first preference 
based on ‘strength of feelings’ ratings
	Party identification

	
	None
	C
	L
	LD
	SNP
	PC
	Other
	Total

	Conservative (C)
	13
	436
	  5
	  2
	.
	.
	  1
	457
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Labour (L)
	12
	15
	655
	  1
	.
	1
	  2
	686

	Liberal Democrat (LD)
	29
	20
	28
	234
	  1
	.
	15
	327

	Scottish National Party (SNP)
	  3
	.
	  6
	  1
	70
	.
	  2
	  82

	Plaid Cymru (PC)
	.
	  1
	.
	.
	.
	9
	.
	  10


In fact, only 81 individuals (5.4%), who expressed both a clear first preference and a party identification, gave an inconsistent answer. If we remove the restrictions and include all respondents, whether or not they express a clear first preference - i.e. use Strength of Feeling scores which included ties for first place - there is little change. Only 97 individuals (4.2%) gave an inconsistent response
.

Summary on Party identification / SoF

b) Party identification and vote

Of the 1713 respondents who stated a party identification and reported voting in 2001, 86.6% (n = 1483) voted for the party with which they identified. However, 415 (19.5%) of 'identifiers' did not vote (Table 4). The failure to convey ones declared party preference into the act of voting weakens the relationship between these variables somewhat. Despite most respondents declaring a party identification, this is not enough to propel almost a fifth of them to the polling station. 

Table 4: Crosstab Party identification (z26) and Reported vote (z49)
	Party voted for in 2001 general election
	Party identification (2001)


	Total

	
	None
	C
	L
	LD
	SNP
	PC
	Other
	

	Didn’t vote
	95
	109
	223
	49
	23
	4
	7
	510

	Conservative (C)
	22
	451
	11
	10
	2
	.
	4
	500

	Labour (L)
	12
	17
	723
	28
	3
	.
	4
	787

	Liberal Democrat (LD)
	24
	31
	69
	226
	1
	.
	6
	357

	Scottish National Party (SNP)
	1
	2
	10
	.
	65
	.
	.
	78

	Plaid Cymru (PC)
	1
	3
	.
	.
	.
	7
	.
	11

	Other
	10
	9
	15
	3
	2
	.
	11
	50

	Total
	165
	622
	1051
	316
	96
	11
	32
	2293


Note. Figures in bold indicate consistency between party identification and vote. Entries denoted with a period (.) are zero. This table excludes 26 respondents not knowing or refusing to report party identification or vote
In order to analyse the relationship between party identification and VOTE, data for the minor parties (SNP, PC and Others) were dropped to reduce the number of cells with very low frequencies. This left a 3 x 3 table (N = 1566) comparing party identification and VOTE for just the Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat parties. 

Table 5: Crosstabulation of BEPS 2001 respondents by party identification and party voted for (self reported) in the 2001 UK general election 

	Party voted for in 2001 general election
	Party identification


	Total

	
	C
	L
	LD
	
	

	Conservative (C)
	451
	11
	10
	
	472

	Labour (L)
	17
	723
	28
	
	768

	Liberal Democrat (LD)
	31
	69
	226
	
	326

	Total
	499
	803
	264
	
	2293


An independence model was fitted to this reduced table, testing the independence of row and column frequencies, i.e. the independence of party identification and vote. This provided a poor fit to the data (Log Likelihood -1039.208, (2 (4, N=1566) = 2089.852, p < .0001), bearing out the association between PID and vote. 

The lack of fit appeared to be due to the hefty cell frequencies on the main diagonal, i.e. the tendency for party identification and vote to be identical. A quasi-independence model was therefore fitted, testing the independence of party identification and vote excluding the cells on the main diagonal. This provided a excellent fit of the data (Log Likelihood -26.687, (2 (1, N=1566) = 0.128), indicating that there is no systematic relationship between party identification and vote when looking at just those with incongruent party identification and vote. 

c) Strength of Feeling and vote

Finally, to complete this triplet of pairwise comparisons, the association between those with a clear party of first preference expressed using the 'Strength of Feeling' scores, and vote was examined. 

Table 6: Crosstabulation of BEPS 2001 respondents by party voted for (self reported) in the 2001 UK general election and party (or parties) of first preference based upon SoF 

	Party of first preference 
(or tied first preference) based on ‘strength of feelings’ (SoF) ratings
	Party voted for

	
	None
	C
	L
	LD
	SNP
	PC
	Other
	Total

	Conservative (C)
	80
	360
	1
	5
	1
	1
	10
	458

	Labour (L)
	155
	6
	505
	20
	1
	1
	5
	693

	Liberal Democrat (LD)
	59
	21
	17
	221
	1
	0
	8
	327

	Scottish National Party (SNP)
	20
	1
	2
	1
	55
	0
	5
	84

	Plaid Cymru (PC)
	4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	5
	0
	9

	Sub-Total
	318
	388
	525
	247
	58
	7
	28
	1571


Table 6 shows that 1571 respondents of the BEPS wave 8 (2001) had a unique party of first preference based upon SoF ratings. Of these, 1253 reported voting (and disclosed the party they voted for) in the 2001 general election. Approximately 91% of these respondents (n = 1146) were consistent in their vote and party of first preference.

In summary, party identification, 'Strength of Feeling' and vote are highly related, at least for those who express a party preference, a clear first ranked party on the strength of feeling measure, and a vote-choice. If, as we suspect, each question is measuring qualitatively the same underlying construct then this degree of multicollinearity is not unexpected. 

Brynin and Sanders' (1997) approach was to consider whether party identification and vote were in fact measuring the same underlying phenomenon - 'political preference'. Deploying Gurr's (1972) concept of convergent validity, Brynin and Sanders (1997) examined the similarity of exogenous variables on both party identification and vote and found that "the degree of correspondence between the vote coefficients and the identification coefficients…is remarkable" (p. 67). A similar analysis of all three measures (party identification, strength of feeling and vote) could be undertaken. If, as we suspect these measures are essentially revealing the same underlying propensities, then their use in predicting vote is extremely limited. Indeed if, as is often the case, they appear on either side of the equation, they are merely expressing a tautology. We need to consider alternative explanatory variables of which 'attitudes' seem the most interesting. 

3.
Measurement

The traditional measure of party identification has been the question that has survived right up to the recent BEPS surveys:

"Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat… or what?"

Those demurring at this question are asked a follow-up:

"Do you generally think of yourself as a little closer to one of the parties than the others?"

According to the Michigan definition, party identification is an enduring attachment to a party and, as such, any measure of that concept should incorporate at least two characteristics: a) a temporal dimension, some reflection of a long-standing position and b) a self-identity dimension, some method of denoting clear identifiers rather than more transient respondents.  Furthermore, c) the measure should be independent of the vote question, i.e. should be able to identify those with stable party identification even if their current vote-choice is for another party. 

The standard question has been criticised for failing on each of these three criteria. Bartle (1999) has two concerns - The standard measure of party identification lacks a clear temporal dimension, or a clear statement of self-identity. The opening phrase "generally speaking" does not indicate a time period, and does not necessarily indicate an extended time, such that a stable response could be considered 'enduring'. The question goes on to name the parties, providing prompts to which the respondent may react. As for self-identity, Bartle (1998) points out that the question does not provide for non-identifiers. The question assumes that the respondent will 'be' one or other of the listed parties, failing to list non-identifying as a viable option and thereby requiring the respondent to pick one of the listed parties. Even the small minority who refuse to identify themselves with a party at this stage are 'encouraged' to express a leaning by use of the follow-up question, and most analysis includes these respondents as 'identifiers' also. 

The traditional measure, therefore, has been treated by researchers as an operational definition of enduring partisanship, but may be understood by respondents as something rather less significant - more perhaps a statement of current preference (e.g. 'if you had to favour one particular party at the moment, who would it be?"). Research which questioned how respondents receive, understand and respond to this measure would be useful, but in the absence of this we can only cast some doubt as to whether the question, as traditionally asked, really elicits the underlying tendency it claims to.

Heath and Pierce (1992) question the validity and position of the measure in election surveys. In the US, party identification tends to remain stable while vote may change, whilst in the UK both party identification and vote tend to change together, Heath and Pierce (1992) suggest a difference in 'electoral mechanics' make the concept qualitatively different when applied to the UK. Given that US electors are asked to state a party preference upon registration (with the benefit of enabling such 'identifiers' to participate in Presidential primary elections), such voters may be considered to have 'formally registered' their party identification. No such equivalent registration is required in the UK, the question is only asked at the same time as a current vote-intention question is asked. 

Furthermore, the US National Election Studies (NES) tends to pose the party identification question before the vote-choice question constraining the possibility of respondents rationalising their answers. However, the UK British Election Surveys (BES) tend to ask the party identification question after the vote-choice question allowing respondents to freely rationalise their party identification response with the party they already stated was their vote-choice (Heath and Pierce, 1992). However, the 2001 BEPS wave poses the party identification question before the vote-choice question.

Bartle, Crewe, Sanders etc. on 'question wording' theory and tests

4.
Meaning

Having suggested that traditional measures of party identification fail to measure what they purport to measure, I suggest that the intended meaning of party identification is confused. It is unclear just what being a party identifier means. If at the 'modest' end of the scale, it is a tendency to vote for one party over all others, then given its association with the vote-choice question,  traditional measures might claim some relevance, although hardly more than simply asking the vote-choice question on repeated occasions. If, however, party identification represents an enduring, habitual, ideological, psychological, and predictable commitment to a party, a characteristic which some voters might indeed possess, then couching its primary operationalisation in such 'general' terms, fails to illicit this. Do the proponents of party identification really suggest that over 90% of us possess this level of political commitment? If they do not, and they do not, then just what are we measuring? What level of commitment to a party is supposed to be represented by this quertion? Despite the epistemological problem that we cannot ever know when our measure matches our concept, the traditional definition should surely not apply to such a huge majority of voters. To claim that even a significant minority of voters possess real party identification may be acceptable, and we suggest in the next section that, given the degree of stability of the concept, this may in fact be the case. If such numbers express a preference to the traditional measure they are, I propose, expressing a current leaning, exercising a heuristic which enables them to deal with this question (Zuckerman and Brynin, 2001). It follows, therefore, that if we accept this modest view of party identification, that it would be expected to associate highly with other similar measures such as Strength of Feeling and vote-choice about parties, but that it can still claim to convey useful information. I would hypothesise that a question such as "which party do you prefer at the moment" or, "if you had to choose a political party, who would it be" more closely approximates the question to which most are responding. Respondents are not 'hearing' what the question intends: 'to which party do you owe your enduring allegiance?'

4.
Maintenance (Stability)

Perhaps the most devastating criticism of party identification is of its stability at an individual level. If, as is proposed, party identification is an 'enduring' or at least a long-standing' preference, we might reasonably expect it to endure across parliaments, and certainly across consecutive years. Johnston and Pattie (1996) explored this in their analysis of responses to the traditional question in consecutive (1991 and 1992) waves of the British Household Panel Survey. This research found that although over 70% of respondents reported strong or very strong party identification, there was only a 50% stability in this reported strength over a year. However, only 6% reported to have changed their preferred party using this measure, so claims that most respondents preferred party remains stable, even if there strength of commitment might vary, could be made. However, Johnston and Pattie (1996) found that based on the stability of strength of party identification, less than a fifth of respondents profess an affiliation with the same strength over a year. 

Brynin & Sanders, 1997

Turning to more recent panel data, I consider stability across the five substantive waves of the 1997-2001 BEPS. Just based on the preferred party, at least 20% of respondents switch their party allegiance across each pair of waves. Of course, this could be a reasonable finding if there are a minority of 'waverers' who change their allegiance on a frequent basis. However, if we simply compare identifiers at each election year, 1997 and 2001, we find only 65% who express the same party as their preference according to this measure. Furthermore, this figure includes those who may have wavered from their preference between the election year waves, and returned to their original preference expressing some sort of political 'homing instinct' when faced with the reality of an election
. If we consider those who remained loyal to their party at every wave of the panel, this figure drops to 62%, and this measure still does not include those who may have changed in their strength of 'identification'.

The data shown here were collected annually between 1997 and 2001, and therefore a maximum of four changes in party identification were potentially observable. Not all BEPS respondents were measured every year; respondents with at least two party identification measures are included in Table .

Table 7.  Changes in party identification from 1997 to 2001, by party identification in 1997

	Party ID in 1997
	ID Changes till 2001a
	Total
	%

	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	
	

	None
	62
	156
	59
	34
	16
	   327
	11

	Conservative
	552
	93
	95
	39
	9
	   788
	27

	Labour
	915
	131
	159
	35
	14
	1,254
	43

	Liberal Democrat
	185
	71
	68
	31
	15
	   370
	13

	Scottish National Party
	69
	21
	10
	7
	3
	   110
	4

	Plaid Cymru
	4
	1
	1
	1
	0
	       7
	0

	Green Party
	2
	3
	4
	0
	0
	       9
	0

	Other parties
	2
	23
	10
	4
	3
	     42
	1

	Total
	1,791
	499
	406
	151
	60
	2,907 b 
	100

	%
	62
	17
	14
	5
	2
	   100
	


Note. a Party ID was observed a maximum of once per year. b Excludes those respondents for whom less than two party ID measurements were available, and also those without a party ID measure for 1997

Table  shows that 62% of respondents were not observed changing their party identification at all from 1997-2001. (Note that this does not permit the ‘strong’ conclusion that party identification did not change for these respondents during this time; merely that changes which persisted for time periods of much less than a year were unlikely to be observed.)

Of respondents identifying themselves as Conservatives or Labour in 1997, over 70% were stable in their party identification until 2001. Liberal Democrat identifiers were less stable over this period, with slightly more than 50% reporting unchanged party identification until 2001.

If party identifiers are those who express an enduring commitment to the same political party, then, according to BEPS 1997-2001, just over a third of the electorate display this. Perhaps this proportion may be considered 'stable', true identifiers.

The problem with cross-sectional (or data reported as cross-sectional) studies is that true-identifiers, those who usually support a party, those who tend or lean towards a party, and random identifiers are conflated so that almost everyone are presented as party identifiers (Zuckerman and Brynin, 2001).   

Conclusion
Using esp. Zuckerman & Brynin, 2001

Recasting party identification as a useful measure, a 'decision heuristic' not requiring the enduring attachment characteristic of the Michigan model, or the utility optimisation characteristic of the rational choice approach. A more 'modest' form of party identification, applying perhaps to a third of the electorate, might be more credible and meaningful in explaining their turnout.

Spatial dimensions
The literature on spatial dimensions offers a range of potential models, from a single left-right dimension (Downs, 1957; Bobbio, 1996) to, at the extreme, a 56 category model used by the Comparative Manifesto Project Group to deconstruct political party programmes (Budge et al, 2001). Juxtaposed with the discussion regarding the number of dimensions are others regarding the salience of issues (Zaller, 1992); the proximity and directional movement of parties (Merrill and Grofman, 1999; Blais et al, 2001; Cho and Endersby, 2003); the 'compactness' and relative issue positions of competing parties (Alvarez, Nagler and Niemann, 1998); constraints on party movement (Budge, 1994); and the education and cognisance of voters responding to party choice (Campbell et al, 1960; Converse, 1964; Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976; Milner, 2002). 

A discussion of the number of applicable dimensions is contingent on the nature of these scales. The literature suggests a number of potential ideological labels for these dimensions: equality (Lipset et al, 1954); liberty (Rokeach, 1973); economics (Sanders 1986); post-modernism (Inglehart, 1977);  liberalism-authoritarianism (Heath et al, 1993) nationalism; environmentalism and internationalism. Indeed principal components analysis of BES attitudinal data for the 2001 general election reveals six components suggestive of many these labels (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004). 

Based on this range of potential dimensions, a number of models have been constructed. The simplest is the left-right dichotomy (Downs, 1957). Next, a two-dimensional model consisting of left-right economic and top-down liberal/authoritarian scales (Rokeach, 1973; Heath et al, 1993,). Beyond this, models could be imagined to contain any number of issue dimensions (Merrill and Grofman, 1999). 

The single left-right dimension might equate simply to a view of just one of the potentially influential indicators – equality. A wider definition might involve additionally, a stance on government intenvention, economic redistribution and social egalitarianism (Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976). However, we might wish to consider this as our first of a pair of dimensions suggested by Rokeach (1973) who collapsed his ‘human value scales’ onto two dimensions: liberty and equality. Liberty might generate a second orthogonal scale, the libertarian-authoritarian scale. 

Using Rokeach’s 1973 scales, and Schwartz’ (1992) value scales, Barnea and Schwartz (1998) concluded that these two ideological dimensions were salient in electoral competition: “(V)alue priorities predispose individuals to vote for particular political parties in response to their ideological symbols and messages” (p. 36). Indeed Heath et al (1993), analysing a supplementary two-wave BSA survey, found “few items from the British Election Survey… suitable” (p. 118). Reducing their 33-question battery based around six themes to a short, six-item scale generated two factors, which they referred to as the ‘socialism scale’ and ‘libertarian scale’. These might correspond to our liberty and equality sales, or economic left-right and libertarian-authoritarian up-down dimensions.

However, there is a substantial degree of consensus about the nature of a unidimensional ideological continuum (Bobbio 1996; Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976; Zaller, 1992; Scarbrough, 1984; Bartle, 1998). Despite the suspicion that such simplicity might be a crude misrepresentation, it might describe how individual voters in fact think - a useful heuristic device, an information shortcut (Grofman, 1994) which allows voters to 'organise' parties.

It certainly corresponds to popular media representations of party locations and therefore forms a dominant model for representations of party choice. 

Self placement on the left-right scale reveals an unremarkable pattern - almost perfect symmetry (figure x). 61.2% of respondents were able to position themselves on this scale, although of the remainder 38.2% declared that they do not think of themselves in left-right terms. 

Figure x Self Placement left-right scale
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There has been an established pattern of the placement of major parties along this scale, although there is a great deal of debate as to their precise placement; the degree to which they might overlap; their relative locations; and the degree of recent 'ideological' movement. It is generally agreed, however, that ideologically based parties do not ‘leap-frog’ (Budge 1994). 

Much of the recent discussion about party movement has been concerned with the apparent 'right-ward' shift of Labour, and the effect this may have had on the Liberal Democrats. It can be argued that on certain issues - law and order, environmentalism (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004) and taxation - that  the Liberal Democrats are to the left of Labour, disrupting a long-established model. However, aggregate voter perceptions appear to suggest that, overall, the Liberal Democrats are still thought of as being between the other two parties, but since the 1997 general election, closer to Labour than the Conservatives (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004) (BEPS data to show this?). This may also be due to a policy shift of the party under Paddy Ashdown who abandoned the policy of equidistance in 1995 (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004). 

However, spatial positioning for the liberal democrats presents a dilemma. In an attempt to avoid being squeezed out by the major parties under the first-past-the-post electoral system (Duverger, 1954) the party might be best advised to present themselves as positioned beyond this uni-dimensional scale. Liberal Democrats may wish to present themselves as at the radical leading edge of British politics with unique policies on taxation, Europe and the environment. Meanwhile, electoral strategy might require a simultaneous positioning between the opposing parties in order that they might more easily pick up voters from either side. Some degree of obfuscation in their presentation might be deliberate and, indeed, advantageous. 

In fact, most BEPS respondents stating either Labour or the Conservatives as their first choice, identify the Liberal Democrats as their second, suggesting single peaked preferences on a uni-dimensional scale. By using party affiliation questions to resolve ties in Strength of Feeling rating (see discussion above) means that over 95% of respondents now have a clear party of first preference. The liberal democrats are the preferred party for 18.1% of respondents, but second choice for 45.2%. As the party affiliation measure cannot be used to break second place ties, this figure is net of the 473 respondents (20.6%) who placed the Liberal Democrats tied for second place with either Labour or the Conservatives. However, this might reflect individual preferences where one party is preferred, and the respondent is indifferent between the remaining parties. 

Table x: First-ranked party or parties by SoF and party affiliation

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative 

Percent

	Conservative
	599
	26.3
	26.3

	Labour
	1042
	45.7
	72.0

	Liberal Democrat
	412
	18.1
	90.1

	SNP
	103
	4.5
	94.6

	Plaid Cymru
	12
	.5
	95.1

	Unresolved ties1
	110
	4.9
	100.0

	Total
	2278
	100.0
	


Source: BEPS 1991-2001 Wave 8

1. 65 of the unresolved ties placed three or more parties in first place

Table x: 2nd-ranked party or parties by SoF and party affiliation

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative 

Percent

	Conservative
	126
	5.5
	5.5

	Labour
	323
	14.1
	19.5

	Liberal Democrat
	1038
	45.2
	64.7

	SNP
	104
	4.5
	69.3

	Plaid Cymru
	15
	.7
	69.9

	Unresolved ties1
	691
	30.1
	100.0

	Total
	2297
	100.0
	


Source: BEPS 1991-2001 Wave 8

1. 274 of the unresolved ties placed both the Liberal Democrats and Labour in second place, 199 Liberal Democrats and Conservative. 

Analysed by reported vote, at an aggregate level, Labour voters certainly appear more positively disposed to the Liberal Democrats than to the Conservatives (figure x). However the reciprocal feeling is not as strong. Whilst overall, the strength of feeling about opposition parties is as one would expect for voters, the Liberal Democrats are regarded more warmly by both Labour and Conservative voters than the alternative 'major' party. Even non-voters are more positive about the Liberal Democrats than the major parties. Wave 8 of the 197-2001 BEPS asked "Generally speaking, do you think of the Liberal Democrats as being closer to the Conservative Party or closer to the Labour Party?" for which 69.4% of the valid responses stated 'Labour'. 

Put in a negative context the BEPS asked "Is there any political party (on this card) that you would never vote for under any circumstances?" Of the valid responses, 34.9% stated no (no party the respondent would not consider), 29.6% Conservative, 13.8% Labour and 4.2% Liberal Democrat. 

Preference and Non-Preference Voting: The 'least disliked' party

Introduction
Expressive explanations of voting behaviour make the implied assumption that individuals vote sincerely, that is, that they vote for the party they prefer. The apparent decline of sociological explanations for voting and the concomitant rise of alternative explanations including issue and specifically economic voting, along with the rise of third parties, fuelled an argument for a rational choice view of voting behaviour (Crewe 1992). The instrumental explanations of voting this permits, allows a consideration of individuals who do not, for various reasons, vote for their preferred party. Indeed the rational choice approach is required to explain such behaviour. 

There are several reasons why an individual may vote for a candidate or party other than their first preference, or, despite a declared party preference, may not vote at all. Individuals may wish to register a protest, 'send a signal' to their usually preferred part, "it is not always utility maximising to reduce the chances of a disliked party" (Fisher, 2001, p. 7). There may be candidate-specific reasons for voting for a non-preferred party, personal knowledge of a candidate may attract or defer your vote despite party preference
. There may be any number of unknown examples of familial or peer pressure to vote at odds with ones preference. We are unaware of any measures which attempt to capture these phenomena and so we can only suggest a reasonable certainty that non-preference voting, as we term this wider category, consists mostly, but not exclusively, of tactical voters. 

Operationalisation of preference voting
The almost unprecedented similarity of outcome of the 1997 and 2001 British General Elections in vote-share, but particularly in seats, (table 3) masks a great deal of churning between the parties, and between voting and non-voting. Analysis of BEPS 1997-2001 abstention rates show in excess of a fifth of respondents did not vote although a cross-tabulation (table 4) shows that only 10% did not vote at either elections. However, the official turnout figures are 59.4% - lower if one is to include the estimated four million unregistered voters (Whiteley et al, 2001). In common with similar survey instruments, BEPS over-reports turnout by some margin.

Table 1: Self reported vote in 1997 and 2001

	Vote
	1997
	2001

	
	n
	%
	n
	%

	Didn’t vote
	545
	21.8
	393
	23.0

	Conservative
	617
	24.6
	436
	25.5

	Labour
	919
	36.7
	560
	32.8

	Liberal Democrat
	355
	14.2
	281
	16.4

	Other/missing
	69
	2.8
	39
	2.28

	Total
	2,505
	100
	1,709
	100


Source: BEPS 1997-2001

Table 2: Crosstabulation of vote in 1997 and 2001

	Vote in 1997
	Vote in 2001 

	
	Didn’t
	Con.
	Lab.
	LD
	Oth.
	Total

	Didn’t vote
	170
	44
	50
	24
	3
	291

	Conservative
	65
	308
	36
	39
	5
	453

	Labour
	111
	29
	426
	56
	14
	636

	Liberal Democrat
	36
	29
	36
	149
	6
	256

	Other/missing
	9
	19
	6
	7
	11
	52

	Total
	391
	429
	554
	275
	39
	1,688


Source: BEPS 1997-2001

Using vote may be taken as providing a perfect measure of 'revealed preference'. However, although in excess of 95% of respondents suggest they will vote when asked in non-general election years
, less than 80% confirm they did so when asked in post-election waves
 (Table 3). However, around half of this difference is explained by the 'don't knows' persisting in their indecision. 

Table 3: General election vote (in years 1997 and 2001) and 2001 general election voting intention (in years 1998-2000) of BEPS respondents (%) by year.

	
	Year

	Vote or Voting Intention
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001

	Didn’t / wouldn't vote
	21.6
	4.5
	4.3
	4.7
	22.8

	Conservative
	20.7
	21.6
	25.6
	28.5
	21.4

	Labour
	38.5
	41.3
	41
	38.5
	34.3

	Liberal democrat
	12.9
	12.7
	13.2
	14.19
	15.4

	Scottish National Party (SNP)
	3.7
	5.7
	4.3
	5.2
	3.4

	Plaid Cymru
	0.3
	0.3
	0.8
	0.5
	0.5

	Other party
	2.3
	1.0
	1.9
	1.8
	2.4

	Don’t Know
	0.0
	12.9
	8.9
	6.6
	0.0

	Total
	100
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


Source: BEPS 1997-2001

The other potentially useful measures available to us are the measure of party identification, and the measures of 'Strength of Feeling'. For the latter measure, respondents were asked to rate their feelings for each of the main national and nationalist parties on a five-point scale with “strongly in favour” and “strongly against” as scale endpoints. With these questions there was no attempt to have the respondent consider the sum of their feelings over a broad time span; the questions were worded simply as “please choose a phrase from this card to say how you feel about (each party in turn)”. However, just using the raw strength-of-feeling scores around a third of respondents ranked more than one party in first place. Fisher (2001) resolves these ties by using vote. 

“Identification of a unique preferred party solely from the strength-of-feeling scores alone is impossible because of the prevalence of ties. The pragmatic solution is to define the preferred party as the party voted for, except when the vote is tactical when the voter has a clear (unique) favourite on the strength-of-feeling scores for a party other than that voted for” (Fisher, 2001, p. 19)

Since vote is what we wish ultimately to predict, we prefer to avoid the logical fallacy of using 'vote' to predict vote. As discussed above, we use the standard party identification measure to distinguish genuine first choices. It is when dealing with these ties that these Strength of Feeling results become most revealing. Using the BEPS measure of party identification to distinguish, where possible, between tied first places, we are able to improve the clarity of respondents' first choices to 95% of respondents. Table 4 shows their distribution: We can now identify non-preference voters as those whose vote is at variance with this first choice. 

Table 4: First-ranked party or parties by SoF and party affiliation

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative 

Percent

	Conservative
	599
	26.3
	26.3

	Labour
	1042
	45.7
	72.0

	Liberal Democrat
	412
	18.1
	90.1

	SNP
	103
	4.5
	94.6

	Plaid Cymru
	12
	.5
	95.2

	Remaining ties
	110
	4.8
	100.0

	Total
	2278
	100.0
	


Source: BEPS 1997-2001, Wave 8 (2001)

These first preferences show that the Liberal Democrats were ranked first by 18.1% of respondents. However, when we consider second choices, we find the Liberal Democrats faring remarkably well (Table 5). Fully 45.2% of respondents place the Liberal Democrats as second choice while the Conservative and Labour parties fare much less well (5.5% and 14.1% respectively).

Table 5: 2nd-ranked party or parties by SoF and party affiliation

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative 

Percent

	Conservative
	126
	5.5
	5.5

	Labour
	323
	14.1
	19.5

	Liberal Democrat
	1038
	45.2
	64.7

	SNP
	104
	4.5
	69.3

	Plaid Cymru
	15
	.7
	69.9

	Remaining ties
	691
	30.1
	100.0

	Total
	2297
	100.0
	


Source: BEPS 1997-2001, Wave 8 (2001)
This suggested level of second preferences for the Liberal Democrats may be supported by analysis of the BEPS measure which asked all respondents: " If the voting paper had required you to give two votes, in order of preference, which party would you have put as your second choice?" However, this question was asked immediately after the vote question so it is unclear to what extent those who voted at odds with their first preference responded to this new question with their original first preference, the party they voted for, or some third party. Despite this proviso, it is clear that, once again, the Liberal Democrats are the clear second favourites of both Conservatives voters  (52.7% in 1997 and 54.5% in 2001) and Labour voters (70.7% in 1997, 80.6% in 2001). Of Liberal Democrat voters, 68.2% in 1997 and 59.5% in 2001 chose Labour as their second choice party.  

Going on to consider third placed parties, the Liberal Democrats are rated by only 9.8% of respondents while much greater proportions rate the two main parties. 

Considering second placement, however, is the most revealing data for the Liberal Democrats. 45.2% of respondents ranked the Liberal Democrats as second choice. This ranking may be described as latent popularity or relative indifference, but at least suggests that the Liberal Democrats are most disliked by a minority. 

"the liberals have been the clear second choice party of both Conservative and Labour voters over the last twenty-five years, or in other words, the least disliked party" (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004, p. x)

Being least disliked may not have been enough for the Liberal Democrats to take power, but, if this tendency is evenly distributed, puts the party in a position to challenge an incumbent Conservative or Labour candidate in marginal constituencies. 

The operationalisation of non preference voting
The 1997-2001 BEPS provides data on respondents who declared they voted for a party other than their first preference (Table 6). However, in the 1997 and 2001 post-election waves, 53.6% and 44.2% respectively, then stated that either they "always vote this way" or that the party they voted for "was the best party". Such a high degree of inconsistent or illogical responses sheds doubt on the validity of this measure. The third response category in this question, "I really preferred another party but it had no chance of winning in this constituency" provides a response for cognisant tactical voters and provides the constituency context filter required by Fisher's definition (Fisher, 2000). The "other" response category attracted responses suggesting non-preference voting for protest reasons, for candidate-specific reasons (for or against particular individuals) and for those who rejected the third category yet responded that they had 'voted tactically'. However, this last groups of coded responses consist of such small cell values (almost all ns in single figures) as to be insignificant. One might hypothesise that respondents who rejected the definition of tactical voting in favour of the phrase itself had no real understanding of its meaning. As such we reject them from our 'tactical voter' categorisation.

Table 6a 1997 Non-Preference Voters

	Response Category
	n
	%

	Inconsistent response
	203
	  53.6

	Tactical Voters
	121
	  31.9

	Other non-preference voters
	55
	    5.5

	Total
	379
	100.0


Source: BEPS 1997-2001, Wave 8 (2001)
Table 6b 2001 Non-Preference Voters

	Response Category
	n
	%

	Inconsistent response
	80
	  44.2

	Tactical Voters
	81
	  44.8

	Other non-preference voters
	20
	  11.0

	Total
	181
	100.0


Source: BEPS 1997-2001, Wave 8 (2001)
The large degree of inconsistent responses revealed by this measure suggests a high degree of misunderstanding due perhaps to the advanced complexity of the question routing and available response categories. It must be acknowledged, therefore, that the validity of this measure is limited. Furthermore, there is likely to be a number of respondents whose vote was at odds with their first preference including a number who, by Fisher's definition are tactical voters, but who were not captured by this measure. Given the difficulty in identifying tactical voters by this method, we prefer to use the wider designation 'non-preference voters'. 

For this we revert to a definition of non-preference voting defined as those whose vote was at odds with their first preference or who did not vote (Tables 7-12).

1997 wave

Table 7: Conservative Party ranking (by party approval ratings and party ID) by vote, 1997

	Vote in 1997
	Conservative party ranking
	Total

	
	Ranked 1st
	Ranked 2nd
	Ranked 3rd
	

	
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	

	Didn’t vote
	200
	24.2
	146
	30.3
	195
	16.4
	541

	Conservative
	554
	67.1
	47
	9.8
	15
	1.3
	616

	Labour
	18
	2.2
	163
	33.8
	736
	62.0
	917

	Liberal Democrat
	26
	3.1
	109
	22.6
	219
	18.4
	354

	Other/missing
	28
	3.4
	17
	3.5
	23
	1.9
	68

	Total
	826
	100.0
	482
	100.0
	1,188
	100.0
	2,496


Table 8: Labour party ranking (by party approval ratings and party ID) by vote, 1997

	Vote in 1997
	Labour party ranking
	Total

	
	Ranked 1st
	Ranked 2nd
	Ranked 3rd
	

	
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	

	Didn’t vote
	345
	25.3
	156
	19.8
	41
	12.1
	542

	Conservative
	50
	3.7
	313
	39.6
	250
	73.8
	613

	Labour
	854
	62.7
	62
	7.9
	0
	0.0
	916

	Liberal Democrat
	85
	6.2
	229
	29.0
	39
	11.5
	353

	Other/missing
	29
	2.1
	30
	3.8
	9
	2.7
	68

	Total
	1,363
	100.0
	790
	100.0
	339
	100.0
	2,492


Table 9: Liberal Democrat party ranking (by party approval ratings and party ID) by vote, 1997

	Vote in 1997
	Liberal Democrat party ranking
	Total

	
	Ranked 1st
	Ranked 2nd
	Ranked 3rd
	

	
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	

	Didn’t vote
	182
	29.7
	310
	18.4
	42
	22.0
	534

	Conservative
	41
	6.7
	463
	27.5
	111
	58.1
	615

	Labour
	85
	13.9
	799
	47.5
	29
	15.2
	913

	Liberal Democrat
	271
	44.3
	84
	5.0
	0
	0.0
	355

	Other/missing
	33
	5.4
	25
	1.5
	9
	4.7
	67

	Total
	612
	100.0
	1,681
	100.0
	191
	100.0
	2,484


2001 wave

Table 10: Conservative Party ranking (by party approval ratings and party ID) by vote, 2001

	Vote in 2001
	Conservative party ranking
	Total

	
	Ranked 1st
	Ranked 2nd
	Ranked 3rd
	

	
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	

	Didn’t vote
	139
	24.3
	109
	32.8
	124
	16.9
	372

	Conservative
	391
	68.4
	26
	7.8
	6
	0.8
	423

	Labour
	7
	1.2
	102
	30.7
	422
	57.6
	531

	Liberal Democrat
	18
	3.1
	87
	26.2
	168
	22.9
	273

	Other/missing
	17
	3.0
	8
	2.4
	13
	1.8
	38

	Total
	572
	100.0
	332
	100.0
	733
	100.0
	1,637


Table 11: Labour party ranking (by party approval ratings and party ID) by vote, 2001

	Vote in 2001
	Labour party ranking
	Total

	
	Ranked 1st
	Ranked 2nd
	Ranked 3rd
	

	
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	

	Didn’t vote
	215
	27.0
	103
	19.5
	53
	16.9
	371

	Conservative
	11
	1.4
	205
	38.9
	208
	66.2
	424

	Labour
	501
	62.9
	28
	5.3
	2
	0.6
	531

	Liberal Democrat
	52
	6.5
	176
	33.4
	46
	14.6
	274

	Other/missing
	18
	2.3
	15
	2.8
	5
	1.6
	38

	Total
	797
	100.0
	527
	100.0
	314
	100.0
	1,638


Table 12: Liberal Democrat party ranking (by party approval ratings and party ID) by vote, 2001

	Vote in 2001
	Liberal Democrat party ranking
	Total

	
	Ranked 1st
	Ranked 2nd
	Ranked 3rd
	

	
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	n
	Col. %
	

	Didn’t vote
	104
	26.4
	227
	20.4
	40
	32.0
	371

	Conservative
	34
	8.6
	329
	29.5
	61
	48.8
	424

	Labour
	34
	8.6
	475
	42.6
	19
	15.2
	528

	Liberal Democrat
	210
	53.3
	64
	5.7
	0
	0.0
	274

	Other/missing
	12
	3.0
	20
	1.8
	5
	4.0
	37

	Total
	394
	100.0
	1,115
	100.0
	125
	100.0
	1,634


These data support the suggestion of ideological closeness between Labour and Liberal Democrat supporters. In addition, it is interesting to note that for each party, non-voting among those with a first preference party, exceeds 24%. 

From this data we derive the following simplified table distinguishing preference, non-preference, and non-voters. 

Table x: Preference, Non-Preference and Non Voters 1997 and 2001
	
	1997
	2001

	
	n
	%
	n
	%

	Preference voters
	1679
	59.9
	1102
	62.5

	Non-preference voters1
	395
	14.1
	203
	11.5

	Non-voters
	727
	26.0
	458
	26.0

	Total
	2801
	
	1763
	


Source: 1997-2001 BEPS

1. Consisting predominantly, but not exclusively, of tactical voters. 

The Liberal Democrats and tactical voting

Discussion of Liberal Democrat electoral performance leads inevitably to a consideration of tactical voting - behaviour which is widely believed to have uniquely benefited the Liberal Democrats in recent elections.

Working within this rational choice framework, Fisher (2001), describes three criteria for a tactical vote. First it is driven by a short-term instrumental motivation; second, it cannot be a vote for the most preferred party; and third, the act is consistent with the expected electoral district (constituency) outcome (Fisher, 2001, p. 2). These criteria establish tactical within a rational – utility maximising framework, and make knowledge of the constituency party positions central to the act. Fisher (2001) considers recent operationalisations of tactical voting and proposes the following definition:

“a tactical voter is someone who votes for a party they believe is more likely to win than their preferred party, to best influence who wins in the constituency” (2000, p.8)

We are content to adopt this formulation. However, Fisher (2000) concludes that such ‘strong assumptions’ (p. 22) are required about the constituency knowledge of voters that tactical voting should be inferred more from the “motivations and evidence of voting for a party other than the first choice” (p.22) rather than constituency context.

However, Russell and Fieldhouse (2004) find compelling evidence that constituency context in 1997 provides a powerful predictor of swing to the Liberal Democrats, where they are the challenger, in 2001. “(T)he tactical context of each constituency affected the swing to or from the liberal democrats” (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004). But rather than being the beneficiaries of tactical voting, the Liberal Democrats are as often losers from this election choice. “(T)he Liberal Democrats were the party most involved in tactical voting, but on the whole the benefits were mostly cancelled out by the losses” (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004, p. 331)

Nor is tactical voting any more a preserve of Liberal Democrat supporters. Russell and Fieldhouse’s analysis of the 2001 BES finds a significant percentage of the supporters of each of the three main parties to have behaved tactically, and actual vote for all three to have included some percentage of tactical ‘bonus’. Their analysis finds 12% of voting to be tactical.   

The profile and preferences of Liberal Democrat voters
The Liberal Democrat party has a much weaker electoral base than its main competitors. Party identification is weaker both in numbers of identifiers and in the strength of those identifiers. Furthermore, party identification has a much lower relationship to vote-choice than for Conservative and Labour identifiers. Voting stability is weaker - in 2001 the Liberal Democrats retained little more than half its 1997 voters compared to a two-thirds retention for the Conservative and Labour parties. Proportionately more Liberal Democrat voters are first-time voters or defectors. This recruitment is essential given the high level of 'movers'. Lastly, Liberal Democrat voters (in 1997) were as likely as Labour voters to abstain in 2001, and Liberal Democrat identifiers and preferers are less likely to vote at all (1997 and 2001) than their Conservative and Labour counterparts. (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004)

This is not to suggest that the relatively high instability of the Liberal Democrat vote is due to tactical or, as we prefer to cast it, non-preference voting. However, proportionately fewer BEPS respondents who expressed Liberal Democrat as their preferred party went on to vote for them and Liberal Democrat preferers constituted a proportionately higher number of non-preference voters than Conservative or Labour preferers.

Despite this, there is no doubt that the Liberal Democratic party is both a greater beneficiary and a greater loser among voters who make their vote decision for tactical reasons (Russell and Fieldhouse, 2004). What matters, however, is the geographical distribution of these decisions and that, in large part, hinges on the constituency context - order and marginality at the previous election in the constituency.

Whilst we cannot identify individual tactical voters, at an aggregate level, there are significant differences in swing between parties based on their ranking, and the marginality of the constituency. In brief, in 2001, Liberal Democrat incumbents tended to consolidate their position with above-mean swings from Labour (whether placed second or third). Conservative voters were less likely to support a 'safe' Liberal Democrat incumbent but in a marginal seat, or where the Liberal Democrats were the main challenger in a Conservative seat (regardless of marginality), there was a net above-mean flow from the Liberal Democrats to Conservative.

Furthermore, Liberal Democrat support flowed to Labour in marginal Lab/Con seats although this was largely off-set by a net flow from Con to Liberal Democrat.

In general, where the Liberal Democrats are second to Labour, they gain a net benefit, where second to Conservative there is little change and where third, support falls with a swing to Labour. 

In short, the Liberal Democrats have to worker harder to maintain their vote-share, and have wisely realised that this effort is best concentrated in 'winnable' seats i.e. those with a Liberal Democrat incumbent, or where the party runs a close second. In 1997 and 2001, the Liberal Democrats were more often second to the Conservatives and this resulted in a higher net gain in seats from the Conservatives than from Labour. 

In targeting winnable seats, the Liberal Democrats have made particular use of previous results, turnout and marginality statistics in the local campaign, framed to their advantage thus, in part, attempting to bridge the information gap for potential tactical voters.
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