Election analysis

Professor Sir John Curtice examines the outcome of the 2024 general election from

the Liberal Democrats’ point of view.

The 2024 Election:

Sir Ed Davey

S

Gamble Pays Oft

could profit handsomely from voters’

disenchantment with the incumbent
Conservative government paid off hand-
somely in the 2024 election. There are now
more Liberal Democrat/Liberal MPs than at
any pointinthelast100 years. Yet the out-
comeraisesimportant questionsaboutthe
party’s next steps given that voters did indeed
succeed in ousting the Conservatives from
office and Britain is now ruled once more by a
Labouradministration.

Seventy-two Liberal Democrat MPs were
elected: sixty-four more than it was esti-
mated the party would have won in 2019 if
the new parliamentary boundariesintro-
ducedin 2024 had beenin place onthat occa-
sion; sixty-one more thanitsactual tally in
2019; and ten more than the party’s previous
highest tally of sixty-two in2005. Indeed,
notonly did the party reclaim from the SNP
its position as the third largest party in the
House of Commons, but it secured the elec-
tion of more MPs than the Liberal Party had
done at any election since 1923.

However, this performance was achieved
against the backdrop of no more than mini-
mal progressin terms of votes. The party won

S IRED DAVEY’S gamble that his party

12.5 per cent of the vote in Great Britain, up by
only 0.7 per centon 2019. Although this still
represented the party’s highest share of the
vote since the calamitous fallout from its deci-
sion to enter into coalition with the Conserva-
tivesin 2010, itwas stillwell short of the 22 per
cent of the vote thatitwonin 2010, orindeed
its performance (and that of its predeces-

sor parties) atany election between 1974 and
2010. Moreover, the party still trailed in fourth
placeintermsof votes. Itwas overtaken asthe
third largest party by Reform UK, who won
14.7 per cent of the vote in an outcome that
was redolent of Ukip’s successin coming third
invotesinthe2015general election.

Asaresult of this contrast between the
party’sminimal progressin terms of votesand
its successin terms of seats, the party’s share
of the seatsin the House of Commons, 11 per
cent, isalmost commensurate with its share
of the UK-wide vote (12.5 per cent). That, of
course, isaremarkable outcome for a party
that historically has struggled to convert votes
into seats.

But how did this outcome come about?
What were the foundations of its success? And
what are the implications for the party’s future
prospectsnow that Labour are back in power?
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SirEd Davey’s gamble

The 2019 election left the Liberal Democrats
inarelatively strong position from which to
profit from any misfortune that might befall
the Conservative government under Boris
Johnson. The party’s average share of the vote
was much higherin seats that would (under
the new boundaries) be defended by the Con-
servatives at the nextelection (13.4 per cent)
thanitwasin constituencies where Labour
were locally theincumbents (7.5 per cent).
Thus, although the Conservatives emerged
from that election in a much stronger posi-
tionthan Labour, the Liberal Democrats found
themselves second to the Conservativesin

The 2024 election: Sir Ed Davey’s gamble pays off

eighty-five seats, whereasthey were the chal-
lengerslocally to Labourinjustten.
Misfortuneis, of course, precisely what
befell the Conservatives. First, the party’s
vote fell precipitously in the wake of the ini-
tialrevelationsin December 2021 that the
Covid-19 lockdownregulations had been
interpreted moreliberally in Downing Street
than anywhere else in the country. Then it
fell sharply once againin September/October
2022 after Liz Truss’s government announced
asetof unfunded tax cuts that triggered an
adversereaction on financial markets, neces-
sitating action by the Bank of England. By
the time Ms Trussleft Downing Street, the

Ed Davey launches the Liberal Democrat manifesto, 10 June 2024 (photo by Dinendra Harla)

-~

Journal of Liberal History 124 Autumn 2024 5



The 2024 election: Sir Ed Davey’s gamble pays off

Conservatives were down to an average of 25
per centinthe polls.

Not, however, thatthe Liberal Democrats
themselves appeared to benefit much from
the Conservatives’ misfortune. At9 points,
the party’saverageratingin the polls when Ms
Trussresigned waslittle different from what it
had been twelve months earlier, shortly before
thefirstrevelationsabout ‘partygate’. Indeed,
onaverageinthe polls conducted at that time,
just7per cent of 2019 Conservatives said
they would now vote Liberal Democrat, far
below the 22 per centwho indicated they had
switched their loyalties to Labour.

However, the party itself showed little
interestin or concernaboutits overall stand-
inginthe polls. Rather, it anticipated that it
would be able to profit from the Conservatives’
difficultiesin those constituencies where the
party was best placed to defeat thelocal Tory
MP and itwas on these seats thatit focused
itscampaigning efforts. The party’s perfor-
mance in parliamentary by-elections gave
some credence to this strategy. Early gains
fromthe Conservativesin Chesham & Amer-
sham, North Shropshire, and Tiverton & Honi-
ton, accompanied asthey were by an average
13-pointfallin Labour support, suggested
that Labour supporters had put their animos-
ity totheLiberal Democrats’involvementin
the2010-15 coalition with the Conservatives
behind them, and were now willing to vote
tactically for the Liberal Democrats where
that seemed the better way locally of ensur-
ing the defeat of an unpopular Conservative
government.

Perhaps even more importantly, there
were clear signsin the Englishlocal elections
in May 2023 that the party was performing
bestin placeswhere it was staring off second
tothe Conservatives.*In a sample of wards
where the BBC collected the detailed voting
figures, supportfor the Liberal Democratsrose
onaverage by over 5 points in wards where
they had been second to the Conservativesthe

previousyear, even though nationally the par-
ty’ssupportwasonly up by 1 point. Labour, in
contrast, performed less wellin these wards.
Itlooked asthough some anti-Conservative
tactical voting was now taking place outside
the unusually heightened atmosphere of a
parliamentary by-election. Unless the Con-
servatives’ electoral fortunesimproved, Sir Ed
Davey’s decision to focus on the ‘blue wall’ of
seats where his party would be starting off the
2024 electionin second place to the Conserva-
tiveslooked as though it might pay off.

What happenedin 2024
Inthe event, Liz Truss’s successor as Con-
servativeleader, Rishi Sunak, proved unable
to turn his party’s fortunesaround. When,
rain-soaked, Mr Sunak announced outside 10
Downing Street that he was calling an election
on5July 2024, rather earlier than most people
had anticipated, his party was still languish-
ing atjust24 per centinthe polls. Its prospects
were notimproved when, two weeks later,
Nigel Farage announced he wasreturningto
the political frontline asleader of Reform,
most of whose supportwas coming from the
Conservatives. Inthe event the Conservatives
ended up on polling day with 24.4 per cent of
the vote, down 20.4 points since 2019, and by
farthe party’sworsteverresultinits history.
Asthepollshadlongbeen anticipating,
the Liberal Democrats themselves only bene-
fitted marginally from direct switching from
the Conservatives. On average, four polls con-
ducted by Lord Ashcroft, Ipsos, Morein Com-
mon, and YouGov found that on 5 July still
only 7 per cent of 2019 Conservative voters
had switched to the Liberal Democrats, well
below the 12 per cent who switched to Labour,
letalone the 23 per cent who voted for Reform.
Nevertheless, so biga collapse in the Conserv-
ative share of the vote was almost bound to
bring the Liberal Democrats a notinconsider-
able benefit. After all, there were twenty-three
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Table 1: Change in party share of the vote 2019-24 by tactical situation

Mean change in % Conservative/ | Conservative/Lib | All Conservative- |  All opposition-
vote 2019-24 Labour seats Dem seats held seats held seats
Conservative -26.2 -23.6 -25.3 -13.9
Labour +6.1 +0.1 +4.8 -2.1
Liberal Democrat -1.6 +9.1 +1.0 -0.8
Reform +17.6 +12.9 +16.5 +8.5
Greens +3.0 +1.8 +2.8 +6.7
In the case of the Liberal Democrats and Greens the figure shown is based on those
constituencies fought by the party in 2019 and 2024. In the case of Reform, the figure is based on
all constituencies foughtin 2024, irrespective of whether the party fought the seat in 2019.

constituencies where the Conservative lead
over the Liberal Democrats waslessthan20.4
pointsin2019. In these constituencies at least,
the party would be able to gain the seat even

if allthathappened was that the Conservative
vote fell in line with the national fall in support
while the Liberal Democratsretained the same
share of the vote asin 2019.

Inthe event, however, the geography of
the declinein the Conservative vote advan-
taged both Labour and the Liberal Democrats
yetfurther. As Table1shows, Tory support
typically fell much more heavily in seats the
party was defending — on average by just over
25 points—thanit did elsewhere, albeit the fig-
ure was alittlelower where the Liberal Dem-
ocratswere second. Thisinevitably made
more Tory seats vulnerable to defeat. Moreo-
ver, even among the seats the Conservatives
were defending, their vote fellmore heavily in
places where they had previously been strong-
est. In seats where the Conservativelead in
2019 over their principal opponents was more
than 25 points, the party’s supportinfactfell
onaverage by nearly 28 points, albeit the fig-
ure wasagain, alittle lower where the Liberal
Democrats were their principal challengers. In
the event, the Liberal Democrats gained twen-
ty-nine seats where the fallin Conservative
supportwas bigger than the size of the Con-
servative majority in 2019, rather more than

the twenty-three we would have anticipated
fromthe national movement alone.

Atthe sametime, as Table 1 also shows,
some opposition voters appear to have been
willing to vote for whichever of Labour or
the Liberal Democrats was better able towin
locally. Liberal Democrat supportrose on
average by 9 pointsin seats where the party
started off in second place to the Conserva-
tives, far better than in any otherkind of seat.
Meanwhile, Labour’s supportin these seats
did no more than hold steady. In contrast, in
Tory-held seats where Labour began in second
place, support for the Liberal Democrats actu-
ally fell back by just over one and a half points,
aworse performance thanin any other kind
of seat, while Labour’svote increased by 6
points, markedly better than elsewhere.

This pattern of anti-Conservative tactical
voting wasremarkably consistent. Amongthe
forty-eight constituencies where the Liberal
Democratsbegan 30 points orlessbehind the
Conservatives, only in five did Labour’s vote
rise more than that of the Liberal Democrats,
while in one seat the two parties advanced
by more orless the same amount. Four of
these six seats were ones that had previously
been held by the Liberal Democrats, and
where Labour’s vote might already have been
squeezed to a greater extent than elsewhere.
Anotherinstance was Finchley & Golders
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Green, a constituency with a significant Jew-
ish population where the Liberal Democrat
candidatein 2019 had been the former Labour
MP, Luciana Berger, who had quit her former
party over its failure to deal with allegations of
antisemitism, allegations that Sir Keir Starmer
had since done much to address. The final
example was Farnham & Bordon, where the
Liberal Democrat candidate was from a minor-
ity background. Otherwise, it was only in seats
where the Liberal Democrats started off more
than 30 pointsbehind the Conservatives, and
where often the party’slead over the third-
placed Labour candidate in 2019 was typically
no more than anarrow one, that there was
more than the occasional example of the Lib-
eral Democrat vote advancingless strongly
thanLabour’s. However, even in these seats
Labour outperformed the Liberal Democrats
injustonein three (twelve) of the thirty-seven
seatsin question.

Conversely, only rarely did the Liberal
Democratsregister any notable advancein
seats where Labour started off second to the

Conservatives. The two biggest exceptions
were Shropshire North (+42.4) and Honiton

& Sidmouth (+35.9), in both of which the pre-
decessor constituency had been gained by

the partyinaby-election during the 201924
parliament. Otherwise, the party’s share of
the voteincreased by 15.4 pointsin Burnley,
which, of course, had been held by the Lib-
eral Democrats between 2005and 2015, and
where Labour’s performance (-8.5 points) may
have been adversely affected, asit certainly
wasinmany such constituencies, by the pres-
ence of a substantial Muslim community con-
cerned about Sir Keir Starmer’s stance towards
eventsin Gaza. Otherwise, the Liberal Dem-
ocratshare of the vote more than edged up in
only half adozen or so seats, most of which
were placeswhere, though Labour were sec-
ond, they started off along way behind the
Conservatives.

However, more lay behind the scale of the
Liberal Democrats’ successin capturing seats
fromthe Conservatives than the willingness
of Labour supporters to switch tactically in

The Liberal Democrat MPs elected on 4 July 2024 (photo by Dinendra Harla)
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favour of the Liberal Democrats. Overall, the
Liberal Democrats gained twenty-nine seats
where the fallin the Conservative supportwas
less than the Tory majority last time (thereby
doublingthe gainsthe party made fromthe
Conservativesin seats where they started off
insecond place). Butonly in seven of these
seatswasthefallin the squeezed Labour vote
sufficient to take the Liberal Democrats over
theline (assuming they were the solerecipi-
ents of Labour’slost support).

Meanwhile Table 1 above shows that, typ-
ically, the Greens made least progressin seats
where the Liberal Democrats started off sec-
ondto the Conservatives. Atthe sametime, it
also shows that Reform (the increase in whose
supportonthat secured by the Brexit Partyin
2019 was boosted by the fact that the Brexit
Party did not contest Conservative-held seats
in2019), advanced less strongly in Conserva-
tive/Liberal Democrat seats thanit did in Con-
servative/Labour contests. Reform tended to
perform bestin seats where support for Leave
was highin2016. Meanwhile, the average vote
for Leave in seats where the Liberal Democrats
were the principal challengersin 2024 was
just 50 per cent, well below the 58 per cent fig-
ure that pertainedin seats where Labour were
challenging the Conservatives. Itlookslikely
that, in many of the seats where the Liberal
Democrats were challenging the Conserva-
tives, rather fewer 2019 Conservative voters
switched to Reform and rather more to the
Liberal Democrats than was the case across
the country asawhole (see above) —and that
that pattern together with a tactical squeeze
onthe Greensalso helpsto account for the
scale of the Liberal Democrats’ gains from the
Conservatives.

That said, and uncomfortable though
itmight be for the party to acknowledge,
Reform’s successin taking votes away from
the Conservatives helped pave the way to
Westminster formany a Liberal Democrat can-
didate. Aboveall else, the key reason why the

The 2024 election: Sir Ed Davey’s gamble pays off

Liberal Democrats were able to win so many
seats from the Conservatives was the unprec-
edented scale of the collapse in Conservative
support, much of which headed for Reform.
Itwas Reform who eroded the foundations of
the Conservative ‘blue wall’, thereby making it
possible for Sir Ed Davey’s bulldozer to knock
over the bricks.

Scotland

Elsewhere, the only other seats gained by the
party were four from the SNP north of the bor-
der. Two of these — Caithness, Sutherland &
Easter Ross, and North East Fife—had been
represented by the party in the 201924 par-
liament; butin both casesitwasestimated
that the SNP would have had a narrow major-
ity if the new parliamentary boundaries had
beeninforce. Atthe sametime, the party
recaptured the Mid-Dunbartonshire (for-
merly East Dunbartonshire) thathad been
lost by the party’sleader, Jo Swinson, in 2019,
and in what was the mostremarkable of the
party’s gains, captured Inverness, Skye and
West Ross-shire, where the Liberal Democrats
started off in third place but where the two
predecessor constituencies (Inverness, Nairn,
Badenoch & Strathspey, and Ross, Skye &
Lochaber) had both beenin Liberal Democrat
handsuntil2015.

However, as with the party’sadvancesin
the bluewall, these successes were the excep-
tionrather thantherule. The party’s share of
thevoteincreased onaverage by 14.1 points
inthe six Scottish seats that the party either
gained orretained. Outside of this group, the
party’s share of the vote increased by more
than 5 pointsinjust one other seat, Gordon
& Buchan. Across Scotland asawhole, the
party’sshare of the vote (9.7 per cent) barely
increased atall (+0.2 points). Its ability to per-
formaswell asitdid in the Scottish seatsit
did win appears to haverested heavily onits
ability to limitthe increase in Labour support

Journal of Liberal History 124 Autumn 2024 9



The 2024 election: Sir Ed Davey’s gamble pays off

withinthem to an average of just4.6 points
when across Scotland as awhole Labour’s
supportwas up by nearly 17 points (in con-
trasttojustahalf-pointincreasein England
and a4-point fallin Wales). Of course, in this
instance the principal target of the apparent
tactical switching was the SNPrather than the
Conservatives.

The downside

The Liberal Democrats were so successful in
winning seatsin 2024 because they did what
asmaller party hastodoifitistowin seats
under the single member plurality electoral
system, thatis, to concentrateits vote geo-
graphically. Its success in so doingisreflected
in one commonly used measure of variation,
thatis, the standard deviation of the party’s
share of the vote across constituencies. This

Having captured the blue wall, the question that now faces
the Liberal Democrats is how they can break out beyond it
—and become a party that is competitive nationwide once

more.

increased from10.0in2019toasmuchas13.2
in2024, well above the previous high of 11.0
recorded in2001 in the wake of the party’s
effortsunder Paddy Ashdown to concentrate
itssupport. Thismeant that the party’s sup-
portwasnow much less evenly spread than
that of the Conservatives (the standard devi-
ation of whose supportwas10.8, down from
16.7in 2019, and reflected in the fact that the
Conservatives’ 24 per cent of the vote yielded
just 19 per cent of the seats), let alone that of
Reform UK, for whom the equivalent figure
was 6.7, only slightly above the 6.2 figure for
Ukipin2015.

Butthereisalsoasharp downsideto the
factthattheincreasein party’s support was
more or less confined to those seats where it
was starting off in second place to the Con-
servatives—the party now looks poorly placed

to profitfrom any unpopularity that should
now befall the new Labour government. As
we noted earlier, even after the 2019 election
—and despite the weakness of Labour’s perfor-
mance —the Liberal Democrats were second
toLabourinjustten constituencies. Mean-
while, on average the Liberal Democrat vote
fellonaveragein these seatsin 2024 by 8.3
points, with the Greens (+9.9 points) typically
beingthe party making most progress within
them. Atthe same time, the party struggled
to hold its own (an average fall of 0.6 points)
in Labour-held seats where the Liberal Demo-
cratsstarted in third place or lower.

Asaresult—and despite the fact that
Labour itself made little progressin terms of
votes outside Scotland - there are now even
fewer seats, just six, where the Liberal Demo-
cratslie second to Labour. Moreover, in only
two of these, (Burnley, 8.6 per cent majority)
and Sheffield Hallam (15.9
per cent), isthe party now
within20 points of the
winning Labour candi-
date. In contrast, Reform
are second to Labourin
eighty-nine seats (and behind by 20 points or
lessin thirty), while the Greens are in that posi-
tionin forty constituencies (though behind
by 20 pointsorlessinjustthree). In short, the
Liberal Democrats’ chances of making signif-
icant by-election gains from the government
inthis parliament, let alone of making gains
atLabour’sexpense at the next election look
remote indeed.

Meanwhile, the party now finds itself pri-
marily on the defensive in seats whereitisin
competition with the Conservatives. Despite
the collapsein the Tory vote, at eighty-four,
the number of constituencies where the Con-
servatives and the Liberal Democrats shared
firstand second placeis actually seven down
ontheninety-one seatsat the 2019 election.
The only differenceis that, whereas after 2019,
the Liberal Democrats were (on the estimated
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results for new constituencies) in first place in
six of them, now they are firstin sixty-four. In
short, the 2024 election has created few new
opportunities for the party to make further
gains from the Conservatives. Rather, with
twenty of the seats the party now holds vul-
nerable to a swing of 5 per cent to the Conserv-
atives, and asmany as forty-fourtoaio per
cent swing, the partyis potentially vulnerable
toanyrevivalin Tory fortunes.

A new strategy?

Sir Ed Davey’s gamble paid off, butithas seem-
ingly left the partyill-equipped to make fur-
ther progressin the circumstances that now
pertain of anewly elected Labour govern-
mentthat could well struggle to maintain its
already limited popularity given the difficult
fiscaland economiclegacy it hasinherited.
The gamble focused on harnessing anti-Con-
servative supportamonga geographically
limited section of the electorate while largely
eschewing any attemptto increase the party’s
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supportacrossthe country asawhole. One
consequence of being part of whatin effect
was a tacitanti-Conservative alliance thatleft
Labourlargely unchallenged elsewhereis that
the party gave votersliving outside the ‘blue
wall’ littlereason to stick with it. According

to the polls conducted immediately after the
2024 election nearly threein ten (29 per cent)
of 2019 Liberal Democrat voters switched to
Labour thistime around — many of them, inci-
dentally, opponents of Brexit, among whom
the polls suggest support for the Liberal Dem-
ocratswasdown by 4 points on 2019. Having
captured the blue wall, the question that now
facesthe Liberal Democratsishow they can
break out beyond it—and become a party that
is competitive nationwide once more.

John Curtice is Professor of Politics at the Univer-
sity of Strathclyde, and Senior Fellow, NatCen Social
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