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Preface and Acknowledgements

Since our series of books began with a volume on the 1979 election, pol-
itical communication is now unquestionably a central facet of the mod-
ern democratic process, and one increasingly about strategy and not
just tactics. That campaign over thirty years ago proved to be important
in signalling the embrace of a more capitally intensive form of election-
eering, focused on what was perceived to be an increasingly volatile
and more heterogeneous voting public. Following the Conservatives’
victory, the Saatchi and Saatchi brothers’ agency became Britain’s most
famous advertisers and were indelibly linked with their client Margaret
Thatcher. Intriguingly, by 2010, the same iconic firm was working for a
Labour party whose leadership had once denounced the firm for debas-
ing elections and ‘selling politics like soap powder’. It should, however,
be noted that the founders who had given their name to the company
had long departed to form their own rival agency, M&C Saatchi, and
once again found themselves advising the Conservatives during this
campaign.

So-called spin doctors, image-makers, policy wonks and pollsters
now play a major role in the kitchen cabinets that surround every pol-
itician aspiring to high office. Underlying this development is a desire
to communicate with the public, both through direct persuasion and
indirectly via the news media. However, conscious of the growing per-
vasiveness of what they have often dismissed as spin, journalists rou-
tinely doubt politicians as a default position. Tony Blair attacked this
attitude when he bemoaned the destructive competitiveness of the con-
temporary media in a speech he made days before stepping down as
Prime Minister in 2007. The seemingly rapacious nature of journalism
was something Menzies Campbell also identified as one of the reasons
for his own resignation as Liberal Democrat leader later that same year.
Campbell’s turned out to be a momentous decision that paved the way
for the succession of Nick Clegg, a politician their predecessor Paddy
Ashdown had supported for the job, citing his abilities as a communi-
cator. The introduction of the Prime Ministerial Debates in this elec-
tion turned out to be the ultimate gift for Clegg, which he gratefully
exploited.

The focus on image and personality regularly informed much
reporting of Tony Blair's and latterly Gordon Brown’s leadership
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of the government throughout Labour’s third consecutive term in
office. Brown’s long-awaited succession to the premiership failed to
stem febrile media speculation as to whether his position was secure.
Inevitably, Conservative leader David Cameron attempted to exploit
the Prime Minister’s discomfort by presenting himself as a capable,
personable alternative. He did so through a carefully orchestrated
campaign over five years that was initially overseen by the marketing
consultant Steve Hilton and latterly by Andy Coulson, the former edi-
tor of the best-selling paper The News of the World. Both advisers would
join Cameron as key lieutenants overseeing strategy from 10 Downing
Street. The proximity of these communications specialists to the Prime
Minister is a telling feature of how both governments and elections
operate in modern Britain. This volume is devoted to exploring the lat-
ter by focusing on the campaigns, debates, polling and mediation of the
2010 General Election.

We are grateful to various people for their help. Philip Cowley, David
Denver, Andreas Murr, Anja Neundorf, Paul Whiteley and members of
the UK Political Studies Association’s Elections, Public Opinion and
Parties group provided support that helped make this volume possible.
All the authors have made valuable contributions and we would like to
put on record our thanks for their work and involvement in produc-
ing this book. We would also like to pay tribute to Jane Green, our
editorial colleague on the last edition, whose wisdom has continued
to inform the series. We are grateful to Michael Cockerell and David
Seawright for their support, and Jo Sheriff has been a great help to the
project. Special thanks go to Tilly Wring and her friend Diane. Amber
Stone-Galilee, Amy Lankester-Owen and Liz Blackmore of Palgrave
Macmillan, and Vidhya Jayaprakash and her team at Newgen Imaging
Systems have been patient and very helpful from the outset, and we are
immensely grateful for their encouragement and dedication to continu-
ing this unique series.

DW, RM and SA
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1

Introduction

Dominic Wring

For the first time in a general election since the hung parliament of
1974 no single party emerged as the winner of the 2010 campaign. The
Conservatives came first with 36.1 per cent of the vote (306 seats, up
ninety-seven), Labour next on 29 per cent (258 seats, down ninety-
one), the Liberal Democrats third with 23 per cent (fifty-seven seats,
down five) and the rest on 11.9 per cent (twenty-nine seats, down two).
In 2005 a 3 per cent margin of victory had been sufficient to enable
Labour to form a government with a comfortable working majority. The
electoral arithmetic this time meant that, although the Tories’ lead was
larger, they won fewer than half the seats necessary to govern alone.
And, although a hung parliament had been widely predicted, the reality
of it still appeared to come as a surprise to some commentators. What
followed was a protracted period of negotiations over several days, prin-
cipally involving the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats, which
ended in these parties agreeing to join together in a formal Coalition,
the first of its kind since 1945. If this was a departure from past practice,
then so was the campaign itself, given the arrival of the first ever Prime
Ministerial Debates.

The UK General Election of 2010 was always going to be a different
kind of campaign once the Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat
parties had agreed to participate in the Debates. That they took place at
all was helped by the fact that this would be the first campaign since
1979 in which there would be three politicians fighting their first elec-
tion as leader. Furthermore, each believed they could gain leverage from
these broadcast encounters: David Cameron was widely viewed as the
best communicator; Gordon Brown perceived that his party’s trailing in
the polls might be offset by his explaining his role during the economic
crisis; and Nick Clegg needed little incentive to accept the invitation to



