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Up until the 2015 UK general election, Scotland had been regarded as a Labour stronghold, with the
country regularly returning a large number of Labour MPs to Westminster. But the party managed to
secure only a single Scottish seat in 2015 and recent polls suggest its vote share could fall even
further in the upcoming general election in June. Stuart Brown assesses where Scottish Labour
voters have shifted their support to since 2015, and suggests the Conservatives could be the key
beneficiaries if Labour’s vote share declines further in 2017.

Before the Scottish independence referendum in 2014, a popular line, repeated endlessly around
general elections, was that if you pinned a Labour rosette on a donkey it would have a reasonable
chance of being elected as an MP in Scotland. Even as late as 2010, at a time when Labour’s support was faltering
across the rest of the UK, the Scottish vote held firm, with Gordon Brown leading the party to 42% of the vote and 41
of the country’s 59 MPs.

The story of Labour’s collapse in Scotland since that point, and the role of the independence referendum in pushing
the SNP toward a near clean sweep of seats in the 2015 general election, is now almost as familiar to Scottish
audiences as the donkey joke once was. But recent polling ahead of the snap general election in June suggests
Labour’s decline still has some way to go. A poll released on 21 April by Panelbase, which showed the SNP leading
on 44%, had Labour at an astoundingly low 13% of Scottish votes. Just as notable was that the Conservatives, after
years of being viewed as something of a toxic brand in Scotland, were 20 points ahead on 33% – a situation that
would have been unthinkable just a few years ago.

The Panelbase poll was at the low end of what Labour has been recording in Scotland over the last few months, but
no major Westminster poll in the last year has put the party above 20%. The most relevant question ahead of the
June election is arguably not whether Labour can mount a recovery in the short time available for campaigning, but
which party stands to benefit most from the disintegration of their once large support base. This is of no small
importance in what is fast becoming a race between the pro-EU and pro-independence SNP, and the anti-
independence Conservatives, who have effectively been enshrined as the guardians of Brexit by Theresa May.

To illustrate the change in Labour support in Scotland, it is worth isolating two distinct periods. The first period
entails the shift in support that occurred between the 2010 general election and the 2015 vote, which was heavily
influenced by the fallout from the independence referendum in 2014. The second period covers events since 2015,
which have been dominated by the UK’s EU referendum in June 2016, and the subsequent announcement by
Nicola Sturgeon in March 2017 of her intention to seek a second independence referendum.

The figure below shows where Labour support was reallocated during the first period according to polling from
Survation. The reason for using Survation figures is that they are the only polling company to have conducted a
recent poll on Scottish voting intentions which also weighted 2015 polling responses according to the party
respondents had voted for in 2010. The solid line on the left of the figure represents all of the votes Labour received
in 2010, while the lines branching to the right show where this support was transferred in 2015 according to the
polling.

Figure 1: How 2010 Labour voters shifted their support at the 2015 general election in Scotland
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Note: Compiled by the author using polling figures from Survation (May 2015)

A few things are worth noting in this figure. The first is that the vast majority of Labour supporters who indicated they
would switch party at the 2015 election moved their support to the SNP. In total, almost a third of 2010 Labour voters
stated they would back the SNP, with one of the main dynamics at play being Labour’s loss of pro-independence
voters following the party’s decision to campaign for a No vote in the independence referendum.

It should be emphasised that as these figures are based on polling responses, they only provide a rough estimate of
where the 1,035,528 votes that went to Labour in 2010 were actually reassigned. The figure also doesn’t show
individuals who decided to back Labour in 2015, but who had voted for another party (or did not vote at all) in 2010.
In the end, Labour’s final tally of votes in 2015 amounted to 707,147, a vote share of just over 24%.

At the time, this was viewed as a catastrophic failure for the party, but if the polls are to be believed, the picture for
the 2017 general election could be markedly worse. However, the change in Labour’s polling numbers since the
2015 election – the second period under consideration – has been altogether different. Figure 2 below conducts the
same exercise as above using Survation figures from 21 April 2017.
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Figure 2: How 2015 Labour voters could shift their support at the 2017 general election in Scotland
(Survation poll, April 2017)

Note: Compiled by the author using polling figures from Survation (April 2017)

Remarkably, these numbers indicate Labour is on course to retain a lower percentage of its voters in 2017 than it
managed to hold onto in 2015: around 57% of 2010 Labour voters said they would still back the party in 2015, while
only 52.8% of 2015 Labour voters stated they would back the party in 2017. The relevant figures from the
Panelbase poll released at the same time provide no greater cause for optimism, with only 46% of 2015 Labour
voters opting to stick with them in 2017.

The most notable difference in the figure, however, is that there is now a more even split in terms of the parties that
2015 Labour voters would opt to switch to. Indeed, the SNP receives the fewest number of Labour deserters, with
the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats standing to benefit to a greater extent. This may well be a function of
the fact that most pro-independence supporters had already withdrawn their support for the party by 2015, but it also
suggests there is potential for the Conservatives to pick up larger numbers of disillusioned Labour voters than was
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possible at the last general election. The Panelbase survey showed an even larger contingent of 2015 Labour voters
(24%) switching to the Conservatives, as shown in Figure 3 below.

Figure 3: How 2015 Labour voters could shift their support at the 2017 general election in Scotland
(Panelbase poll, April 2017)

Note: Compiled by the author using polling figures from Panelbase (April 2017)

Both the SNP and the Conservatives appear to be in a far stronger position when it comes to retaining their 2015
voters: 87.6% of 2015 Conservative voters and 75.2% of 2015 SNP voters suggest they will stick with their choice in
2017 according to the Survation survey, while Panelbase records 89% for the Conservatives and 78% for the SNP.

The variations between the Survation and Panelbase polls demonstrate some of the obvious caveats with this kind
of polling exercise. Scotland-only polls remain a rarity and subsamples of Labour supporters in such polls are
relatively small. But the limited evidence we do have suggests that Labour’s loss of support in Scotland has
continued in the two years since 2015, and that the Conservatives may well stand to benefit from the party’s
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troubles to a greater extent than the SNP – in direct contrast to what occurred in the 2015 general election. It says
something about Labour’s demise in Scotland that its chief role in the 2017 election may well be as a third-party
influence on contests between the SNP and the Conservatives, rather than as a direct contender to win the largest
share of Scottish seats.

Please read our comments policy before commenting .

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of EUROPP – European Politics and Policy, nor
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