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The last decade has been brutal for socialist and progressive causes, values and outcomes 
in the UK. Since 2010 we have lost four general elections, the AV referendum and the 
Brexit referendum. More importantly, whether or not in hindsight we may have been 
proven right, at critical moments, we lost the argument.  

We lost the argument over the crash. We let the Conservatives make it received wisdom 
that Labour had caused the financial crisis when in reality it was global, it started in the US 
subprime mortgage market and Gordon Brown was a key player in saving the global 
economy.  

We lost the argument over austerity. It was an economically illiterate response to the crash 
and led to a decade and more of lost growth. Countless lives have been harmed by cuts to 
social security, public services, the NHS and legal aid, but by offering ‘austerity-lite’ in 
2015 Ed Miliband accepted its premise, destroying his ability to properly challenge it.  

We lost the argument over Europe. There is nothing good about Brexit. No-one’s lives will 
be improved. We will all end up poorer economically, in rights and opportunities. Yet we 
will leave because we did not win the argument, for Remain or for the democratic 
necessity of a second referendum. 

Just as importantly we have never properly stopped to work out why we are losing both 
arguments and elections. The Labour Party in 2010, 2015 and 2017 never had a serious 
period of introspection to work out why we were losing support in places we had taken 
for granted since the war. The most obvious example is Scotland, where Labour MPs are 
again all but extinct. In 2017 we added Mansfield and Stoke on Trent South to the list, but 
little learning was done to find out why we lost there on the same night that we won 
Canterbury and Kensington. Two years on, the Mansfield canary in the coalmine has 
become a barrage of seats in the North East, North West, Yorkshire and the Midlands. The 
Red Wall has fallen, and fallen hard. We will only rebuild it if we do the hard work of 
finding out why. The same remains true of Scotland.  

At times like this there is always a pressure to come up with an immediate, and singular 
explanation. The two fighting for attention are our support for a second Brexit referendum 
(‘we were too Remain’) and Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership (one or more of ‘we were too left 
wing’, ‘Corbyn was unelectable’, and ‘we were too metropolitan’). Some hope for a 
simplistic, and easily rectifiable cause. If backing a referendum is the problem Labour can 
become a Leave party. If Corbyn is the problem he can be replaced by a younger version, 
a moderate or someone from the North.  

None of these on their own will be enough. Labour has been losing support in traditional 
working class areas since at least 2001, and picking up support in cities and metropolitan 
areas. Brexit may have exacerbated this shift, but it is not the only dynamic taking place. 
There is also a significant age dynamic. Class influences vote choice far less than it once 



 

did. Education levels play a role. Just because ‘Brexit is done’ we cannot assume that the 
issue of Europe, or the cultural divide it represented, will be gone by 2024.  

We have to work out why so many voters, in so many places, deserted us. This means 
taking time to listen. Listening should be a priority, to work out why voters have 
abandoned us, what motivated their choice and what they are looking for from us now. 
Like many, I spoke to lots of voters in the 2019 election who had once voted Labour but 
refused to this time. Their reasons ranged from the leadership to Brexit, to the cost of our 
policy programme, a general sense that we had gone off track and a belief that ‘you don’t 
represent people like me anymore’. We need to find out why we have lost the trust of so 
many voters, and what we can do to earn it back.   

If we simply move on now that the leadership election is done we will miss the opportunity 
to reflect, to learn, and to recover. This need must be balanced with the need to provide 
strong opposition to what before Covid-19 was shaping up to be the most right wing, 
hardline Conservative Government that this country has ever seen, which is pushing 
through a hard Brexit that will do real harm to our economy, our security, our rights and 
standards. Yet in the midst of opposing we must recognise that December’s defeat is, as 
well as a terrible blow to us and a tragedy for the millions who need a Labour Government, 
an opportunity to do the learning that will enable us to win next time.  

This report is a contribution to that debate. Its core conclusion is that our 2019 defeat was 
the culmination of a host of factors. Some of these, such as demographic changes, were 
beyond our control, but should have been recognised and responded to long ago. Some, 
such as who our leader was and our Brexit policy, were within our control. This report is 
not intended to be the final word on the reasons for our losses or what we need to do to 
win. It is intended rather to help us start our campaign to win the next election in the right 
place, by looking at the facts and not convenient fiction.  

Mike Buckley  

Director, Labour for a European Future  

 

 

  



 

 

 

The election loss was not caused by the second referendum policy 

In 2017, Labour gained 40% of the vote, only 2% behind the Tories. Yet only two years 
later, Labour’s vote share had fallen to 32% and the Tories gained an 80 seat majority.  

It is easy to draw the conclusion that the major difference between the two elections 
was Labour’s move to backing a second referendum on Britain’s membership of the 
EU, and that therefore this policy shift must be to blame for the much worse result in 
2019. This is a misreading of history, one that if believed and acted upon would have 
catastrophic consequences for Labour’s ability to win in future.  

Labour lost large numbers of people who had voted Leave, Remain, and 
those who did not vote in 2016 

Labour lost as many of its 2017 Remain voters to Remain parties as it did its 2017 
Leave voters to Leave parties. 

We also lost nearly a million voters from the forgotten group who did not take part in 
the EU referendum, but had voted Labour in 2017.   

British Election Study data shows that Labour lost 32% of 2017 Leave voters to the 
Conservatives in 2019, and another 4% to Brexit Party.  

We lost 10% of Remain voters (a far bigger pool) to Liberal Democrats and 3% to the 
Tories.  

The reasons these voter groups had for abandoning us are complex – but all 
listed the party leadership as their number one issue  

Brexit, our overstuffed manifesto, our failure to recover in Scotland and the perceived 
unaffordability of our campaign promises were all factors, but the main reason given 
by respondents in post-election surveys for not voting Labour, across all voter groups, 
was the party leadership.  

Labour will only get a hearing on policy when it gets the basics right  

Many Labour policies were popular, even in the run up to the 2019 election. A clear 
majority agreed that taxes needed to rise for the rich, that the railways should be 
renationalised and wealth ought to be taxed for people owning over a certain amount. 
But the popularity of policies was more than outweighed by strong negative views of 
leader and party. Only 16% trusted Jeremy Corbyn to run the economy. 57% believed 
the country would enter a recession under a Labour Government.  

Labour wins when we convince the public that we are competent as well as 
compassionate – on that measure we failed completely. 



 

Brexit has left the electorate highly polarised 

Brexit deeply divided the UK. Over 90% of voters were firmly Leave or Remain in 2019. 
It was a key motivator for a majority of voters.  

The values and identities of Leave and Remain voters are fundamentally different, 
splitting down socially liberal vs socially conservative lines. 

The social liberal political identity is more pluralist than the social conservative identity 
making it harder to unite it under one political party. 

The values divide is not going to disappear even if by 2024 it is focused on an issue 
other than EU membership. 

The Conservatives successfully consolidated the social conservative vote 
but the social liberal vote fragmented  

Where Labour was largely successful in consolidating the social liberal vote in 2017 it 
failed to do so in 2019, having failed to give voters enough confidence that the party 
backed their values or their desire to stay in the EU.  

This fragmentation is a major cause of Labour’s loss of seats.  

This is the context in which Labour now operates, and in which it must find a way to 
succeed.  

Labour must be values-led but add a clear retail offer for policy-led voters 

Labour’s dilemma is that while the majority of its voter base is socially liberal, there are 
not yet enough social liberals to win a parliamentary majority due to the way they are 
distributed.  

Labour needs to find a way to unify this vote as it did in 2017 while also make a clear 
pitch to voters who may disagree on some values issues but are aligned with the party 
on issues of economics and fairness. 

Labour Leave voters from 2017 are very different from Tory Leave voters – more could 
have been retained with more targeted domestic policies. Their number one issue in 
2019 was the NHS, not Brexit. The Tories won their votes with 40 hospitals and 50,000 
nurses just as much as Get Brexit Done.  

In 2024 Labour must be true to its values – not doing so would lose social liberals 
without gaining social conservatives who would vote for the ‘real thing’ – the Tories – 
anyway.  

To win these voters Labour must appeal to them with specific offers on the NHS, crime, 
housing and employment where we can more effectively beat the Tories’ offer.  

To win in 2024 Labour needs to recognise not only errors made in the 2017-
2019 parliament, but mistakes going back to 2015 and beyond  

A belief that Labour’s problems go no deeper than the Corbyn leadership will not 

address Labour’s challenge – many of them long predate 2015 



 

Labour failed to acknowledge or respond to longstanding social and 
demographic changes 

The party has failed since at least 2010 to recognise or respond to long term shifts in 
voting behaviour.  

It needs to urgently respond to ongoing demographic change, including the declining 
importance of class as a determinant of voting behaviour and the rising importance of 
values, age and education.   

Labour has lost two key sets of voters since 2010 in Scotland and the Red 
Wall – it needs to recover both  

The party has failed since at least 2010 to recognise or respond to long term shifts in 
voting behaviour.  

It needs to urgently respond to ongoing demographic change, including the declining 
importance of class as a determinant of voting behaviour and the rising importance of 
values, age and education Labour won 42% and 41 seats in Scotland in 2010. By 2015 
the party’s Scottish vote had collapsed. It has never recovered.  

Similarly, Labour ‘lost’ most of the Red Wall in 2010-15 before the Conservatives ‘won’ 
it in 2019.  

The reason for this is simple – in 2010 and 2015 Labour defectors voted for third 
parties. After returning to Labour in 2017 they defected again in 2019 – only this time 
to the Conservatives, winning them a swathe of seats they had formerly been denied.  

Without a focus on both sets of lost voters Labour will not be able to win a majority in 
2024.   

  



 

 

 

Before we can understand why Labour lost we must understand what happened. 

 

What happened in 2019 

Labour did unexpectedly well in 2017, winning 10.2 million votes and a 40% vote share. 
We won 30 more seats than in 2015, 9.6% more of the popular vote and 3.6 million more 
votes. But the Conservative vote had also gone up - from 36.9% to 42.3%. The SNP lost 
21 seats and the Liberal Democrats gained four – hardly the recovery they were hoping 
for. The result was a hung parliament.  

Labour gained significant numbers of both Conservative and Lib Dem Remainers in 2017. 
33% of Lib Dem Remainers voted Labour, along with 15% of Tory Remainers. Labour kept 
most of their Leave voters, albeit losing some to both the Conservatives and UKIP.  

Fast forward two years to 2019 - Labour lost 60 seats, 7.9% of the vote and 2.7 million 
voters. The Conservative vote went up only marginally – a mere 1.2% - but because of our 
failure they gained 48 seats and an 80 seat majority. The SNP recovered ground in 
Scotland, winning 13 more seats than in 2017. The Liberal Democrats again failed, winning 
one fewer seat than in 2017.   

Both Labour and the Conservatives lost some of their 2017 vote in 2019 and gained votes 
from other parties. The key difference is that while both lost a significant million or more 
voters on the opposite side of the Brexit argument (Remainers for the Tories, Leavers for 
Labour) the Conservatives did a far better job of holding on to their Leave voters than 
Labour did their Remainers.  

Of the votes the Conservatives did lose most Tory Remainers went to the Lib Dems – no 
help to Labour and a wasted vote in most marginal seats. But most of the Labour Leavers 
who defected, voted Conservative – enabling them win a swathe of Red Wall seats.  

Labour had a strong lead among BAME voters, although its vote share fell roughly the 
same amount among both white and BAME groups.  Among BAME voters Labour led the 
Conservatives by 64% to 20% while among white voters the Conservatives led by 48% to 
29%. However, Labour’s vote share fell a similar amount since 2017 among both groups, 
by 9 points and 10 points respectively. 



 

 
 

 
  



 

What happened before 

But Labour cannot simply look at the 2017 to 2019 change in voting habits to be able to 
win again. Of crucial importance is the fact that Labour ‘lost’ most of the Red Wall seats 
in 2010 and 2015 – before the referendum - even though they were not ‘won’ by the 
Conservatives until 2019.   

In 2010 and 2015 the loss of Labour votes was disguised by the fact that Labour defectors 
voted for third parties, not the Conservatives. This allowed Labour to win the seats, albeit 
on a diminished share of the vote.  

In 2017 Labour recovered – temporarily. It was not until 2019 that Labour defectors truly 
crossed the floor to vote Conservative. Understanding why Labour lost these voters 
between 2010 and 2015 is just as important as understanding why we lost them between 
2017 and 2019. If we do the latter without doing the former we will not win them back.    

There are exceptions – Redcar for example voted Labour in 2005, Lib Dem in 2010, Labour 
in 2015 and 2017 and Tory in 2019 – but the trend is a gradual shift from Labour to third 
parties and – finally – the Conservatives.   

Of the votes the Conservatives did lose most Tory Remainers went to the Lib Dems – no 
help to Labour and a wasted vote in most marginal seats. But most of the Labour Leavers 
who defected, voted Conservative – enabling them win a swathe of Red Wall seats.  

 

The loss of the Red Wall votes must be seen alongside the other loss of traditional Labour 
votes – Scotland. One of the reasons Cameron was held to a hung parliament in 2010 was 



 

the strength of the Labour vote in Scotland. Labour’s 2010 vote in Scotland actually went 
up 2.5% to 1.03m, a 42% vote share. In those distant days the SNP won 19.9% and 6 seats.    

By 2015 the picture had transformed. The SNP won 56 seats with 1.4m voters and 50% 
of the vote. The Labour vote collapsed to 24.3% - just over 700,000 votes. We won 1 
seat. Two years later we won the same number of votes in Scotland but a slightly higher 
share of the vote and 6 more seats. In 2019 the Labour vote collapsed further to just over 
500,000, an 18.6% vote share and a single seat.   

Learning the lessons 

Labour’s defeat in 2019 was catastrophic. The seat tally of 202 is the party’s lowest since 
1935, even if the vote share of 32.1% is a slight improvement on the 29% and 30% won 
in 2010 and 2015 respectively. What has changed since those elections is the party’s 
implosion in Scotland and the willingness of Red Wall Labour defectors to vote 
Conservative instead of for third parties.  

Labour took specific and damaging handicaps of its own making into the 2019 election – 
the party leadership was the most unpopular since polling began, and our Brexit policy – 
the defining question of the election – was confused and seemed designed to please no-
one.  

But Labour’s problems are more longstanding and go deeper. To win we must learn again 
how to present a vision of how the country can be better for the majority under our 
leadership. We must convince voters that we are competent – which first and foremost 
means getting our own house in order and putting an end to antisemitism and factional 
infighting. We must challenge the Conservatives and the SNP on their records and 
convince voters that we can do better. We must consolidate our Remain or socially liberal 
voter base while appealing to socially conservative Labour Leave voters.  

Understanding how we do this is the work of the next four years. What follows is a 
contribution to that project. 

 



 

 

 

Labour did not need to be defeated by Brexit.  

Labour had the opportunity in late 2018 to support a second referendum and pick up a 
swathe of votes, shoring up its marginal seats and putting itself in contention to win an 
election.  

By prevaricating, and when it did support a second referendum doing so half-heartedly 
and with significant caveats, it failed to win over Remain voters without making a serious 
pitch to Leave voters. The result was that the Remain vote splintered - while the 
Conservatives successfully consolidated the Leave vote. 

Despite this, Labour marginally benefitted from Brexit – Ashcroft’s polling shows that 
Labour got more votes - due to Remain tactical voting - than it would have got had Brexit 
not been a factor in the election. 

This divide will not end with Brexit. The Leave and Remain labels may die but the values 
on which they are based will endure. Labour needs to learn how to win in this context.  

 

The second referendum policy was born of necessity, but adopted too late 

Most Labour voters in both 2017 and 2019 had voted Remain in the EU referendum, 
outnumbering Labour Leave voters by over two to one.  

Labour’s voter base is predominately pro-European, and is likely to remain so in the future. 
At the time of the 2017 General Election there was little expectation amongst Remainers 
that there was any realistic way to prevent Britain leaving the EU (the People’s Vote 
campaign was not founded until April 2018).  

When Labour went into the election promising a softer Brexit than Theresa May it was 
rewarded with gains in mainly Remain voting areas – but did not lose ground in Leave 
areas as a result. Labour was rightly seen by Remainers as the only available means of 
preventing a Tory majority and a hard Brexit. May’s election campaign was explicitly a 
request for a large majority to help her push through a hard Brexit, a request the electorate 
refused.   

But during 2018 the Government’s insistence on pursuing Hard Brexit, together with 
May’s repeated failures to get her Withdrawal Bill through Parliament led to a growing 
hope amongst many Remain voters that Brexit could be avoided. 

Polling of the time showed that Labour would gain votes, seats, and be close to gaining an 
overall majority if it backed a second referendum. A study by ICM of specific 
constituencies indicated that such a pledge would see Labour win enough votes to hold 
and make gains in marginal constituencies – even in those that backed leaving the EU. 



 

 

 

Labour missed its moment. It failed to catch up with public desire for a referendum. In the 
first six months of 2019 - during which the party continued to prevaricate – Labour’s vote 
experienced a catastrophic decline. 

By June, Labour had lost almost half of its 2017 General Election voters.  

The party did badly in May’s local elections and in the European elections won a mere  
14% of the vote. Even Labour members took the opportunity to vote for other parties to 
express their dissatisfaction with our failure to back a second referendum, with over half 
voting for other parties.  

Labour lost three times as many voters to Remain parties as it did to Leave parties. If 
Labour had gone into the General Election with this miserable level of support we would 
have been well on the way to being replaced as the official opposition by the Liberal 
Democrats – a fact which helped convince them to force the election. Against this 
background, Labour shifted to backing a second referendum with Remain as an option in 
July 2019. There was no downwards movement in Labour’s polling numbers as a result of 
the policy change.  

Against this background Labour shifted to backing a second referendum with Remain as 
an option in July 2019. There was no downwards movement in Labour’s polling numbers 
as a result of the policy change. 



 

What is striking is that there was no upward movement in our vote share either – the 
potential vote increase that would have come had we backed a new vote in late 2018 had 
gone. Voters by this point had become disillusioned with our policy and our prevarication. 
Our reluctant, belated backing was not enough.  

During the election campaign itself Labour’s numbers started to improve as Remain voters 
who had intended to vote for the Lib Dems or Greens started coming back to Labour, 
recognising as they had done in 2017 that only Labour could prevent a hard Brexit. In the 
end most (but by no means all) of the Remainers who had defected over the summer 
returned. It is implausible to argue they would have done so if Labour had not backed a 
second referendum.  

 

  



 

Labour could have won more Remain voters 

Labour’s late conversion to a referendum, combined with our attempt to face both ways 
by at times talking up the likelihood of leaving on a Labour deal, was not enough to keep 
all the Remain votes that we won in 2017. We looked like reluctant backers of a 
referendum compared to the Lib Dems and SNP, allowing voters to defect to parties more 
explicitly representing their hopes and values.  

For many, Corbyn’s neutrality meant our backing of a 
referendum looked less than secure. Many Remainers 
did not trust Labour’s commitment to a referendum and 
believed Corbyn would back out of it were he to become 
Prime Minister. 

The tragedy is that polls had shown for a long time that 
Labour would do best if we backed Remain. An ICM poll 
from autumn 2018 of voters in Labour’s then 41 most 
marginal seats showed if Labour backed Remain we 
would keep all 41, but if Labour backed any kind of Leave 
deal we would lose 40 of the 41.  

The public battle between Labour’s Remainers - who 
both wanted to stay in the EU and believed that a Remain 
policy was Labour’s only route to power - and the 

leadership provided further evidence to our majority Remain voter base that the party’s 
leadership did not support their values or their hopes to stay in the EU.  

Labour failed to have a consistent position over the timeframe of the Brexit debate. Voters 
vote for many things – one of them being clarity. Politicians are allowed to change their 
mind on issues but constant dithering and triangulation are distinct from principled 
changes of direction. This meant we struggled to build enthusiasm amongst our core for 
our Brexit policy and support for it amongst the wider public. The Remain vote fragmented 
which under first past the post gifted seats to the Conservatives.  

Labour could have won more Leave voters 

Labour Leave voters are not the same as Tory Leave voters. Their priorities are different. 
Had Labour offered Labour Leavers a policy programme more appealing to them, and 
leadership they could believe in, more could have been retained.  

Getting Brexit done was the most important issue for Tory Leavers but for Labour Leave 
voters the top issue was the NHS and hospitals. The Conservatives won Labour Leave 
votes just as much with their promise of 40 new hospitals and 50,000 nurses as they did 
with their promise to leave the EU.  

The Conservatives’ policy offer of Brexit plus hospitals and nurses worked because they 
also won the leadership question, of which more below. Labour defectors to the 
Conservatives, as with all defectors, saw our leadership as more important than our Brexit 
stance when deciding how to vote.  

Boris Johnson’s 

victory had as much 

to do with our failure 

to unite the Remain 

vote as it did with his 

success in uniting the 

Leave vote. 



 

Our failure to properly oppose Brexit harmed our chances with Leave voters just as much 
as with Remainers. Months wasted with internal wrangling over our Brexit policy meant 
that we lost the opportunity to address Leave voters directly. Labour Leavers’ priorities 
are the NHS, jobs and wages, but Labour failed to convince them that that Brexit can only 
do harm in all these areas.  Many wrongly believed that Brexit would help the NHS and 
their job prospects. Instead Labour’s talk of a ‘jobs first Brexit’ helped legitimise the whole 
project. Had we opposed Brexit fully, and explained that there is no Brexit good for jobs 
or the NHS, we may have retained more Leave voters.  

Winning back Labour Leave voters, even though our Remain voters are far more 
numerous, is important for Labour. 52 out of 60 seats that Labour lost had overall voted 
to Leave. Labour Leave voters are more concentrated in marginal constituencies. Most of 
them defected to the Conservatives, helping them win a swathe of marginals. 

Backing Leave would have made it worse 
Some argue that Labour would have done better if it had backed Leave instead of a second 
referendum. This ignores the fact that Labour Leavers cited the party leadership as their 
number one issue for deserting the party, not Brexit, and their attraction to the Tories’ 
nurses and hospitals policy.  

Labour would have been replicating its mistake from 2015, when voters who wanted 
austerity chose the real thing and not a watered down Labour version. Given that Theresa 
May’s Brexit deal was regarded by most Leavers as not delivering ‘proper’ Brexit it seems 
likely that they would also have rejected any Labour Brexit deal in favour of Boris 
Johnson’s Withdrawal Agreement. 



 

A shift in policy towards Leave would have alienated the much larger number of Remain 
voters whilst not bringing back many Leavers, but more Leave votes could have been won 
with a clearer policy offer and credible leadership. These votes can be won back. 

Labour marginally benefitted from Brexit 

The 2017 Remain tactical vote was largely – but not entirely - lost. Based on Ashcroft polls 
Labour gained an extra 0.3% vote share because Brexit was an issue. Had Brexit not been 
an issue Labour would have lost 11% of its vote (3.6% vote share) to other parties but only 
gained 3.3% in return. It being a Brexit election actually flattered our position.  

 

 

Was Labour in an impossible Brexit situation? 

Some argue that the fact that our vote was split between Leavers and Remainers doomed 
us to failure.  

This narrative suggests that the Tories had it easy, while Labour was caught between a 
rock and a hard place. This misrepresents reality. The Tories also had a split vote – many 
of their voters were (and are) Remainers – but they responded more effectively, and more 
ruthlessly, to the changed electoral landscape in order to win.  

The Tories went into the election facing a similar problem to Labour, with their vote split 
between Leavers and Remainers. Unlike Labour they made a decisive choice to fully 
support the majority of their voters, who were Leavers. They ended up being more 



 

successful than Labour in retaining their majority voter group – in their case Leave voters. 
They also held onto most of their Remain voters despite advocating a very hard Brexit 
policy.  

The Tories’ position was clear – the Withdrawal Agreement through by 31 January, the 
new arrangement negotiated by 31 December 2020, Brexit done. The truth is very 
different – but voters were not to know this from Labour’s campaign (or indeed any 
opposition party). Labour largely refused to talk about Brexit while the Lib Dems and SNP 
simply wore Remain as an identity badge. 

Labour’s offer was confused – leaving our spokespeople unable to answer the question of 
whether we would campaign for or against our own deal. The answer should have been 
clear – Remain is the best option for the economy, jobs, wages, health care, security and 
international influence, but the responsible thing was to put Remain up against the best 
available Leave deal so that the public could choose. 

The Labour leadership’s unwillingness to pick a side did not make us look open to 
possibilities - it made us look non-committal and as if we did not understand the 
implications of Brexit, an appalling pitch for a party to make when aspiring to lead the 
country into negotiations and through a referendum. 

The Tories were helped by the fact that most Tory Remainers were more concerned about 
a Corbyn Government than they were about hard Brexit, preventing them voting Lib Dem, 
never mind coming across to Labour. 

Looking ahead 

Labour cannot ignore the issue of Europe. It is deeply important to many people. Labour 
will need a clear position on our economic, trade and security links with the EU in 2024 
that it can justify and that can be seen to align with our internationalist values. Voters 
know who we are and what we stand for – pretending to be something else creates 
confusion and gives the impression that we are hiding something.  

A possible way forward is to present a united front with business and unions, making the 

case that closer links is the best future for jobs and wages, and to do the same with 

health professionals for the NHS.   



 

 

 

Jeremy Corbyn was the most unpopular leader of a major party heading into an election 
since Ipsos MORI started survey work.  

Labour’s leadership was the number one reason given for not voting Labour among every 
voter group.  

Blaming the media is comforting – but the responsibility to present credible, popular 
leadership to the country is our responsibility.  

The party leadership made a number of unforced errors between 2017 and 2019 – 
including failure to act over antisemitism, prevaricating over Brexit, and failing to prioritise 
national security after the Scripal poisonings – that collectively undermined public 
support.  

Labour has fielded unpopular leaders in four elections in a row – and lost all four.  

 

Every polling company which has conducted research into the General Election including 
YouGov, Opinium and Lord Ashcroft polls, found that the main reason that Labour 
defectors gave for not voting Labour in 2019 was Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership. He went 
into the election as the most unpopular Opposition leader ever.  

In 2017 Corbyn had faced the equally unpopular Theresa May, but the election of Boris 
Johnson as Tory leader and Prime Minister was a game-changer for the Conservatives. 
Their opinion poll ratings immediately improved versus Labour’s. Corbyn’s failings were 
thrown into much sharper relief. The relative unpopularity of Jeremy Corbyn helps explain 
why the Tories were more successful than Labour in holding onto both their Leave and 
Remain voters.  

Main reasons voters did not vote for Labour  



 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Whilst Corbyn suffered repeated personal attacks by the media which were often blamed 
for his unpopularity it was also true that the media had valid grounds on which to attack 
him. 

Antisemitism 

Instead of addressing the issue, Corbyn failed to act quickly or strongly enough. He has a 
history of actions and words which have appeared antisemitic and therefore there was 
and is little trust that these failings were not deliberate. 

Security 

Corbyn was often accused of lack of 
patriotism because of incidents 
such as not singing the national 
anthem, Trident, reaction to the 
Scripal poisonings and associations 
with accused terrorists. Whether or 
not these accusations were fair the 
perception was that Corbyn was 
soft on security. 

Dithering over Brexit 

A failure to take a clear position on 

Brexit meant that Corbyn was 

pitching to lead the country while 

failing to demonstrate leadership on the defining question of the election. There was a 

sense that rather than being purely indecisive Corbyn was being evasive because he knew 

that his own views on Europe didn’t fit with the party’s.  

 

Labour will only get a hearing on policy when it gets the basics right. The popularity of 

policies was more than outweighed by the strong negative views of leader and party. A 

clear majority agreed that taxes needed rise for the rich, that the railways should be 

renationalised and wealth ought to be taxed for people owning over a certain amount. 

Only 16% trusted Jeremy Corbyn to run the economy and 57% believed the country 

would enter a recession under a Labour Government.  

  



 

A pattern of failure 

2019 was the fifth election in a row in which Labour fielded a less popular leader than the 

Conservatives. In 2005 we were lucky – it was the last time that first past the post and 

the electoral map worked for us. Blair was less popular than Howard, but Howard himself 

was not well liked or trusted. The Conservatives had a long road back from their 

catastrophic results in 1997 and 2001.  

 

But 2005 was the aberration, not the norm. In the subsequent 4 elections the relative 

popularity of the leader has accurately predicted the party’s performance in seats and 

vote share. It was obvious in 2009, 2014 and 2019 that the unpopularity of the leader 

was a significant drag on the party’s ability to appeal to voters, but in each case the party 

refused to act. Labour does not have the luxury of taking unpopular leaders into 

elections and expecting to win. This is a mistake the party cannot repeat.  

  



 

 

 

“He wasn’t someone I would trust my 

country to be run by. The amount of people 

in the party who were turning their backs 

and leaving, and he never really addressed a 

lot of issues, like antisemitism. He never 

really had that authority” 

“He is not patriotic. He meets all those 

terrorist parties. You want someone with 

good old values.” 

“He sat on the fence on Brexit. I thought, if 

he can’t make a decision on something like 

that, what’s he going to do if something 

important happens and a decision needs to 

be made? He’d run around with his hands in 

the air.” 

 

 



 

 

 

Labour has failed to respond to ongoing demographic and social change for at least ten 
years.  

Party affiliation was once based largely on social class but this association has been 
declining for decades.  

Age, education and values are more important determinants of voting behaviour, and are 
likely to remain so.  

Making a pitch simply to ‘the working class’, particularly if this is in part an imagined 
working class that no longer exists, will not take Labour to power.  

Similarly, Labour cannot solely rely on the educated and young voters, who do not vote in 
sufficient numbers to win an overall majority.  

Labour needs to construct a new coalition of voters that will take it to power.  

 

Canaries in the coalmine  

What is often missed in the analysis of the General Election result is that beyond the 
immediate issues of Britain’s imminent exit from the EU and the leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn, there were underlying changes in the nature of Labour’s vote which had been 
apparent for several years before 2019.  

The 2015 General Election which handed David Cameron a small Tory majority saw 
Labour lose seats such as Bolton West and Ed Balls’ seat of Morley and Outwood to the 
Tories. The relative success of the 2017 election, which saw a net gain of 30 seats, masked 

the fact that Labour was 
continuing to do badly in the 
same kinds of places where 
the party had been defeated 
in 2015.  

Whilst we gained seats like 
Kensington and Canterbury, 
we lost Mansfield, Stoke on 
Trent South, and 
Middlesbrough South & East 
Cleveland on the same day. A 
by-election in Copeland, 
previously held by Labour 
since 1935, had been lost 
earlier in the year. In 
retrospect, this should have 



 

been a warning to the party that many supposedly solid Labour-held seats in the North, 
the Midlands and Wales were vulnerable.  

The changing role of class, age and housing tenure in voting habits 

Many of these seats (which became known as the “Red Wall” seats) had previously been 
Labour strongholds because of their large working-class populations. However the 
association between social class and particular political parties is becoming much weaker. 

Labour’s middle class (ABC1) vote outnumbered its working class (C2DE) vote for the first 
time in 2010. The number of working class votes had been decreasing since 1970. In that 
year two thirds of available votes were working class, but by 1992 for every four working 
class votes, three middle class votes were available.  

 

Election Labour vote (millions) 
Division of Labour vote by 

social class (%) 

Year ABC1 C2DE Total ABC1 C2DE 

1970 2.2 10 12.2 34 66 

1974 Feb 1.9 9.7 11.6 35 65 

1974 Oct 1.9 9.6 11.5 35 65 

1979 2.8 8.7 11.5 36 64 

1983 1.7 6.8 8.5 37 63 

1987 2.2 7.8 10 38 62 

1992 3.2 8.3 11.5 43 57 

1997 5.5 8 13.5 49 51 

2001 4.6 6.1 10.7 52 48 

2005 4.8 4.8 9.5 55 45 

2010 4.7 3.9 8.6 57 43 

2015 5.2 4.1 9.3 57 43 

2017 7.3 5.6 12.9 57 43 

2019 6.2 4.1 10.2 57 43 

 

Writing in 2010, Peter Kellner said that ‘the differences [between Labour and Tory voters] 
flow from values more than ideology or class. Labour voters tend to feel more strongly 
about fairness, public services and the need for collective action to tackle Britain’s 
problems. They tend to be more liberal on gender equality and gay rights. They are less 
hostile to Europe and, sometimes, to immigrants. Asked to pick the proudest year in 
Britain’s history, Labour voters’ most popular choice is 1948, the year the NHS was 
founded; among Conservatives it is 1940, the year when Britain stood alone against Hitler. 

This divide has only grown stronger over the last decade. Some of this is due to de-
industrialisation, de-unionisation and the growing geographical inequalities divide that 
have broken the support networks Labour once relied upon.  

https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2011/05/16/labour-not-just-party-working-class


 

Some of this can be remedied; 
the self-employed, for 
example, could be unionised. 
But the world is not going to go 
back to the way it was, and 
Labour needs to learn to win in 
the world as it is today.  

Related to this shift to values 
based votes, age is becoming 
ever more important, with 
Labour gaining an increasing 
proportion of its vote from 
young people, whereas the 
Tories have gained an 
increasing proportion of their 
vote from older people.  

At the same time, the population in cities is becoming younger, whilst that of smaller towns 
and villages is becoming older, as detailed in this report from the Centre for Towns:  

This is part of a phenomenon where some towns have seen young people move away to 
work or study in a city and fail to return because there are fewer prospects at home. This 
can lead to a vicious spiral where an exodus of bright young people leads to a declining 
skills base; companies become reluctant to invest there, creating even fewer reasons for 
the next generation to stay.  

Given that older people are increasingly voting Tory and younger people are mainly voting 
Labour, this has led to votes piling up for Labour in cities – often in already safe seats - 
but drifting away in smaller towns, which tend to be more marginal.  

https://www.centrefortowns.org/reports/the-ageing-of-our-towns


 

This has made it more difficult 
for Labour to translate its vote 
share into seats; in 2010 
Labour’s 29% vote share 
translated into 40% of the seats 
in the House of Commons, in 
2019 the 32% vote share 
translated into only 31% of the 
seats. 

Related to this has been a shift 
in the influence of housing 
tenure as a determinant of 
voting behaviour. As recently 
as 2010 housing was not a 
significant factor influencing 
people’s votes, but as rents have risen, public support for renters has fallen and the 
likelihood of ever being able to make a house purchases moves ever further away from 
the young and poorer people it has become more of a factor.  

From left vs right politics to open vs closed 

The changes in voting habits related to 
age, housing and class are linked to 
wider trends across the developed 
world, from the USA to France to the UK 
where politics is becoming more 
dominated by a division between open 
and closed values, rather than between 
supporters of left and right economic 
policies. These values are closely linked 
to age and education level; social liberals 
tend to be younger and hold university 
degrees; social conservatives tend to be 
older and non-graduates.  

The divide between these groups had been apparent for some time, and pre-dated the EU 
referendum. The perception of Labour as the party of the “liberal metropolitan elite” had 
played a big role in the 2015 election defeat. In 2017 a range of factors including a well-
received Labour manifesto and the deep unpopularity of Theresa May had allowed Labour 
to assemble a wide coalition of voters including both liberals and social conservatives.  

In 2019 the party struggled to hold this coalition together. The “Red Wall” seats fell in a 
large part due to the defection of more socially conservative voters away from Labour. 
Jeremy Corbyn was particularly unpopular with Labour Leave voters who (as described 
above) gave the leadership as their main reason for defecting to the Tories. 



 

Journalist Rachel Shabi has also tied Corbyn’s unpopularity to the underlying left-right to 
open-closed change in politics. She argues that ‘Labour wanted to shift the conversation 
on to economic ground, creating a different “us” versus “them” by pitting the billionaire 
few, who benefit from the current financial system, against the many who don’t. But the 
trouble is that this focus on class inequalities could not find sufficient purchase in a 
political conversation already saturated with right wing antagonisms. As Labour found out 
to its cost, if the left does not challenge and dismantle such nativist forces, it risks getting 
bulldozed by them instead.’ By ignoring Brexit we allowed the Conservatives to use it to 
defeat us. 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/dec/24/populist-right-culture-war-labour-brexit-corbyn


 

 

 

It is all but impossible for Labour to win an overall majority without significant numbers of 
Scottish Labour MPs.  

Labour’s vote in Scotland collapsed after the 2014 independence referendum for a 
number of reasons, including our subsequent lack of clarity on our support for 
independence or a second Scottish referendum. 

Not enough research has been done to work out why our vote collapsed to the extent 
that it did – or to find a way to recover. 

Labour must take this issue seriously, and amongst other things, do this research and 
invest in the capacity of Scottish Labour. 

Labour’s new leadership must show more clarity over independence and invest serious 
energy in rebuilding our Scottish voter base.  

 

The collapse of the Labour vote in Scotland since 2014 requires its own analysis and 
response. Between June and October that year Labour lost at least 10% support. It has 
never returned.  

In June 2014 Labour led the SNP by 8% in Westminster voting intention and 2% for 
Holyrood. By October the SNP led Labour by 16% and 18% respectively. Just 31% of 
Scots who voted Labour in 2010 by then thought the party ‘represents the views and 
interests of Scotland today’ very or fairly well, a catastrophic decline. Further research 
must be done to find out why Ed Miliband’s Labour was so disastrous for our support 
north of the border. 

At least part of the subsequent problem is that Labour has not been perceived to have a 
clear and consistent position on the biggest political issue in Scotland – independence. 
The perception has been that the SNP support independence, and the Conservatives the 
Union, while Labour has attempted to face both ways. Fair to current or previous Scottish 
Labour leaders or not, this has been the widespread perception.  

Labour had not resolved its second referendum policy by 2019. Scottish Labour ruled it 
out but John McDonnell took it upon himself shortly before the election to support the 
idea. The parallels with the party’s failure to offer a clear position on Brexit are clear.  

Scottish Labour needs to be much clearer about its position on a second independence 
referendum and independence, but this alone will not bring voters back to Labour in the 
numbers we saw up to 2010. Labour has lost voters’ trust, and needs to find ways to earn 
that trust back.  

Labour’s loss of trust predates the 2014 referendum. We came second to the SNP in the 
popular vote and seat share as far back as 2007. Between then Labour was saved by the 



 

‘Red Nat’ vote – people who would vote Labour for Westminster and SNP for Holyrood. 
The referendum brought this to an end. 

It is all but impossible for Labour to win a parliamentary majority without winning back a 
swathe of seats in Scotland. The advent of a new leader offers the opportunity to begin 
to rebuild our relationship with Scottish voters by offering clarity on the issue of 
independence (ideally displacing the Conservatives as the party of the Union) and our 
future relationship with Europe (Scotland voted heavily Remain in 2016). For Scottish 
voters who believe in both the UK and European unions Labour’s offer can be persuasive 
– but for that to happen we must offer clarity on both issues and a vision of Scotland 
within both unions that is more attractive than independence under the SNP or Brexit 
under the Tories.  

We must also attempt to move the debate on from constitutional issues, and hold the SNP 
to account for their distinctly patchy domestic record. 



 

  

 

In contrast to 2017 Labour’s election campaign was confused, seemingly lacked coherent 

leadership or direction, and contained a host of unforced errors.  

Our most important failure was our refusal to offer clarity on Brexit – the single most 

important policy issue for most voters. Without answering the Brexit question we could 

not get a hearing on other policies. 

Key spokespeople, including Keir Starmer on Brexit, were kept away from the media, 

needlessly hampering our ability to provide clarity.  

Our manifesto was overstuffed with policies. Many of them were good – but voters had 

no clue they existed. In contrast the Conservatives wanted voters to know four simple and 

easily repeated facts: Get Brexit Done, 50,000 nurses, 20,000 police officers and 40 

hospitals.  

Our ground game prioritised unwinnable opposition targets at the expense of defendable 

Labour marginals.  

 

Manifesto 
In the 2017 election campaign, Labour gained around 10-15% in the polls and ended by 

nearly drawing level to the Tories on vote share. By contrast the 2019 Labour campaign 

was widely regarded as a failure.  

The 2019 manifesto contained many popular policies but there were too many of them, 
they were badly communicated and there was no coherent narrative pulling them 
together. By way of comparison, the Tories’ campaign contained four simple points: Get 
Brexit Done, 50,000 nurses, 20,000 police officers, and 40 hospitals. Even their supposed 
errors, such as the fact that 20,000 of the nurses would not be ‘new’, did them little harm, 
since it meant that the policy was discussed ad nauseam.  

In 2017 it mattered that Labour’s manifesto was fully costed. Labour is still less trusted on 
the economy than the Conservatives, even though the economy would be better under a 
Labour Government than a Tory one. In 2019 Labour destroyed this advantage by first 
costing its manifesto but then days later promising to spend £58bn to recompense WASPI 
women. Regardless of the justice of the cause, this harmed Labour’s ability to appear safe 
on the economy. 

 

 



 

Labour’s central policies did not gain cut through because they were not repeated, with 
the exception of free broadband which gained attention because voters thought it was 
ridiculous and unaffordable, not because it fitted with their priorities. 

The tragedy is that we did have lots of good policies; for example our policies on maternity 
leave, childcare and the Green New Deal were ambitious and right, but they got no cut 
through because they were communicated poorly and were overshadowed by less popular 
policies including broadband and the four day week. 

Failure to challenge “Get Brexit Done” 

Labour struggled to get a hearing for any of its policies because we failed to answer the 
first question of this election: Brexit.  

Labour did not challenge the Tories’ “Get Brexit Done” line or provide any serious analysis 
of the consequences of Johnson’s deal during the election campaign.  

The Government had been desperate to avoid parliamentary scrutiny of the deal, pulling 
it from parliament in October despite it passing second reading. Johnson did not want 
Parliament or the country understanding its implications for jobs, rights, the economy or 
parliamentary sovereignty.  

Nevertheless, Labour did not press the case to Leavers that delivering Brexit did not have 
to mean doing so via Johnson’s deal which would inflict damage on the economy, their 
jobs, wages and employers.  There was no serious attempt to sell Labour’s alternative 
policy of offering a referendum on Remain versus a much less harmful version of Brexit. 

Labour’s plan to sidestep Brexit and focus on other issues backfired spectacularly. We left 
the field open on the most important policy question to the Tories – who were able to get 
away with the blatant lie of Get Brexit Done and their hard Brexit Withdrawal Agreement. 
The results we know.  

The Liberal Democrat campaign 

The Liberal Democrats forced the 2019 election because enough of them genuinely 
believed that they could displace Labour as the main opposition party. They believed that 
the European Election results from June were an indicator of how people would vote in a 
General Election and that the combination of Corbyn’s unpopularity and their clarity on 
Brexit would benefit them.  

The election result – they had a net loss of one seat, and their leader lost her own 
constituency – should end any idea that they can ever push Labour into third place or 
translate a small gain in vote share into large numbers of extra seats under first past the 
post.  

Their failure had an impact on the overall result as hopes of a hung Parliament depended 
partly on the Tories losing substantial vote share to the Lib Dems. Yet the Lib Dem 
campaign focused less on targeting Tory voters and more on trying to attract Labour votes, 
contributing to the Remain vote split and allowing the Conservatives to win seats such as 
Kensington.  



 

In the past Labour could rely on the Lib Dems winning seats in the South West and South 
that are not natural Labour territory, keeping them from the Tories. Their failure to do so 
in 2019 has implications for Labour – if they cannot recover in their former strongholds 
Labour will need to find a way to win in areas of the country that have formerly eluded us.  

Ground Campaign  

Labour’s ground campaign was poorly organised. Activists were sent to the wrong places, 
costing us seats we could have won.  

DataPraxis identify several seats which a properly targeted and run campaign could have 
retained including Bolton North East which was lost by 378 votes, after Labour sent 
activists instead to campaign in the unwinnable Bolton West. In general, the party was not 
adequately prepared for the election – for example, many candidates complained that 
leaflets for postal voters arrived after people had received postal votes.  

Party insiders complained of clashing egos, confused messaging, and an infuriating lack of 
clarity about both day-to-day planning and where the party’s battleground lay. In contrast 
to 2017 the party ran an offensive strategy, focusing resources in Tory seats. This was not 
modified during the campaign despite the risk that it would lead to needless losses.  

Many Labour MPs in marginal seats were left with little support from regional activists or 
offices. In some cases these seats were lost to tiny Tory majorities – an indication that a 
number could have been saved. ‘We ended up with 150 target seats,’ said one Labour 
insider, who revealed that campaign chiefs were so reluctant to abandon any seats that 
each time a sitting MP signalled they were in trouble, their seat would simply be added to 
the list, without removing others. Meanwhile hundreds of activists poured into seats that 
Labour were unlikely to gain in the electoral circumstances.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/dec/13/inside-labours-campaign-behind
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/dec/13/inside-labours-campaign-behind
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/dec/13/inside-labours-campaign-behind


 

“Cutting the working week, free internet. It 

was undoable, and the cost was 

astronomical” 

“When they said they were going to give 

everyone free broadband, I thought, ‘what 

are you talking about? That money could be 

going towards the police, or nurses.’ That 

was a red flag moment for me. I thought, I 

don’t trust a word you say anymore” 

“What he promised was just impossible. The 

billions of pounds they were promising for 

this, that and the other… It was pie in the 

sky. People are not daft” 



 

 

Labour wins when the public believe that it can create better lives for the majority.  

Trust in government is low. Voters have seen government fail to prevent the financial 

crisis and respond to it with austerity which has made public services worse.  

Trust in Labour is low. Labour needs to make the case for itself and to remake the case 

that government is capable of creating change.  

Labour needs to know its enemy. The Conservatives know how to pick simple messages 

that resonate with voters and motivate turnout. Labour must respond.  

Labour must be specific. Voters need to know how things would get better under Labour 

– not just that we think we’re better than the Tories. 

Labour must be specific about the NHS. ’24 hours to save the NHS’ leaflets don’t work 

because voters don’t believe it is in danger. We have to answer the question of how the 

NHS would be better under Labour.  

Labour must make the case for public health. Post-virus it will be even more important. It 

has been underfunded by the Tories.  

The values divide will not end with Brexit but will not necessarily dominate the next 

election as it did in 2019. It is in the Tories’ interest to inflame it over Europe or another 

issue. It is in Labour’s interest to frame the next election around governance and tangible 

change.  

Brexit is not done. Voters still care about our relationship with Europe – and will 

continue to do so. Labour needs to make the case for a close relationship with Europe as 

the best outcome for the NHS, jobs, wages and security.   

 

 

Remake the case for government  

Voters have little confidence in the ability of government to deliver 

Voters in 2020 have little confidence that government can deliver for them. Their 
experience of government over the last decade is that it failed to prevent the financial 
crisis and then responded with crippling austerity combined with reorganisations of health, 
social care and education that eroded quality and access. They were told that there was 
no alternative to austerity – a claim Labour supported in 2015.  

New Labour had reformed the state to work better for people. Satisfaction with many 
public services, including health, was at an all time high in 2010. Blair and Brown explicitly 
set out to improve people’s lives in tangible ways through the power of the state and to a 
large extent delivered on their promises. They made and proved the case that the state 
can be a force for good.  



 

Government post 2010 has told people that it cannot make their lives better because 
austerity is necessary. Repeated claims to ‘end austerity’ have failed to restore public 
services or redress lost local government funding – people have seen and felt no change. 

Lost faith in the ability of government to deliver positive change has driven people to look 
for alternatives. Vote Leave, Nigel Farage, Boris Johnson and the SNP have told people 
that it is not better government that will improve their lives but identity and the drawing 
of boundaries around an imagined ‘us’ vs ‘them’. In the absence of government promising 
solutions the lie has taken root, with Brexit and support for Scottish independence the 
results. Before that George Osborne told them the skivers were the problem, preventing 
the strivers from making it good. Us vs them has defined a decade. 

Fast forward to 2020 and the same loss of trust in government drove the public’s desire 
to enter lockdown before Johnson was willing to make the call. People did not believe a 
Prime Minister who shook hands with Covid-19 patients and joked about Operation Last 
Gasp would keep them safe. Two thirds now believe that the Government acted too late. 
That same lack of trust is behind the relative unwillingness of UK citizens to end the Covid-
19 lockdown compared with other countries. It is no surprise that people now struggle to 
believe that same Government when it says the tide has turned. 

 

British people trust government less than other nations  

A 2018 study found a lack of confidence in the system as a whole. ‘The government’ – 
regardless of the party in power – was perceived to make bad decisions. Britons believe 
government wastes money, supports those whose actions damage society, penalises 
those who take responsibility for themselves and fails to address real conflicts and needs, 
putting the services people actually want under severe threat. 

The big difference between the UK and Denmark, Germany, Norway and Slovenia was 
that people in other countries recognised issues such as immigration pressures or the 
rising cost of healthcare and pensions, but then moved on to discuss policies to manage 
them. UK participants stood out for their general mistrust – elsewhere people had 
confidence in the capacity of government to deal with the challenges. 

 

Corbyn began to rebuild the case for government  

Much as the Corbyn leadership was a failure we must remember that – particularly in its 
early days – it did inspire a section of the population. There was widespread relief at his 
early rejection of austerity as economically wrongheaded and socially damaging. ‘To too 
many electors, Labour [at the 2015 election] came across as a party of “cuts” – albeit at a 
slower pace’, wrote William Keegan later that year. ‘Until Corbyn came along, Labour was 
like a rabbit in the headlights on the subject of austerity.’  

Many voters were relieved to find a Labour leader willing to directly challenge the 
Conservatives on a policy they knew to be damaging to the services they and their families 
relied on. The clarity and directness of the party’s 2017 election offer resonated with 



 

voters who had had enough of austerity and the divisive politics of Osborne and the 
Brexiters. Corbyn was praised for correctly analysing the ills of modern society – ills that 
had been aggravated by Osborne and Hammond. 

The country liked our offer of a softer Brexit and an end to austerity in 2017 enough to – 
against every expectation - deprive the Tories of a majority. Corbyn’s leadership was in 
the end hamstrung by its inability to deal with Brexit, tackle antisemitism, look credible on 
security or end factional infighting. By 2019 its negatives far outweighed its positives. But 
the lesson to learn is not that voters do not want change, or government that acts. On that 
measure Corbyn was, albeit briefly, in accord with the public mood. 

 

Labour wins when people believe in good government 

This presents a challenge for Labour. The party must simultaneously make the case for the 
ability of government to act for the greater good, and for its own ability to lead that 
government better than the Conservatives can. It must rebuild trust in politics and in itself. 

It is possible that the state support provided during the crisis will begin to rebuild trust. It 
is possible that Johnson himself was attempting to make this case with his pledge for 
record investment in Red Wall areas before the virus hit. 

It is just as likely that, once the impact of the Government’s failure to respond quickly or 
competently to the virus becomes clear, along with our worst in class death rate, trust in 
government will descend even further. Nevertheless, even in this context Labour must 
make the case for government as a competent and able force for good and for its ability 
to lead more effectively than the Conservatives. 

Labour wins when people believe that government can be a force for good and improve 
the lives of the majority. It wins when people believe that not only does Labour have the 
right policies and its heart in the right place, but when they believe it is competent. 

Labour looked anything but competent in 2019 – the party’s factional fights, inability to 
root out antisemitism and refusal to take a coherent Brexit position spoke volumes. 
Starmer’s pitch to end infighting and antisemitism is exactly the right place to start. Voters 
will only begin to give us a hearing when we have our own house in order. 

 

Know your enemy  

The Conservatives are the most successful political party in the world. In the 102 years 
since democracy was conceded the Conservatives have governed either alone or in 
coalition for two-thirds of them. To do so they have always had to draw much of their 
support from working-class voters.  

Unless it has a good reason not to Britain votes for Conservative governments. They are 
the default choice. To win Labour has to explain why the Tories have failed and why they 
would do a better job. It has to prove that it is competent and to be trusted. 



 

In 2020 that means understanding how the Conservatives campaign and making sure that 
we can compete. They don’t stop campaigning. Their party political broadcast in February 
2020, after Brexit, before the virus, was masterful. It featured a first time Tory voter from 
the North explaining why he’d put his trust in them, then hearing Johnson commit to repay 
that trust. 

Our opponents understand a simple point that Labour, Yes to AV and StrongerIn failed to 
understand: clarity matters. The Alternative Vote was said to be undemocratic, and voters 
believed it. Leave was won on £350m for the NHS, whipped up anger over immigration 
and lies about Turkey joining the EU. The 2019 election was won on four simple 
statements: Get Brexit Done, 40 hospitals, 50,000 nurses and 20,000 police officers. None 
of these were random pledges. Vote Leave knew that the NHS was the most important 
issue for voters and weaponised it. The Tories in 2019 knew that nurses and police officers 
were the most wanted policies and made high profile, repeatable pledges. 

In both 2016 and 2019 the fact that the key numbers involved - £350m and 50,000 nurses 
– were arguably lies only helped them. Both numbers were discussed ad nauseam, 
spreading further and faster. 

There is no reason why the Conservatives or populists should be better at campaigning 
than Labour or progressives. After a decade of loss we must turn our attention to learning 
how to win in an age of mistrust, data, social media and 24 hour news.   

 

Prioritise Scotland  

A Labour recovery in Scotland is not impossible. It is a country full of social democratic, 
pro-European and progressive voters. It voted Labour heavily for decades until 2010. The 
SNP have been in power for thirteen years – no government lasts forever. Independence 
– like Brexit – would improve no-one’s lives but would leave families and public services 
poorer. There is a progressive, social democratic and internationalist case to be made for 
the union.  

But Scotland will not come back to Labour unless it is given the attention it deserves, 
attention which has been sorely lacking for ten years. Labour needs a clear, consistent and 
passionate answer to independence. It has to make the case for Scotland’s best future 
being in a United Kingdom under a Labour Government, not an independent Scotland 
under the SNP on the road to rejoining the EU. 

Above all, Scottish voters need to believe that Labour can win. They will only put their 
trust in Labour again when they believe that we have a realistic chance of forming a 
government in Westminster. 

 

Be specific  

Voters turn out when they believe they have something to turn out for.  



 

They will not turn out for socialist utopia, which has never been a preoccupation of the 
majority. They will turn out for things that they believe will make a real difference to their 
lives. Blair’s pledge card in 1997 promised real, measurable change to class sizes, NHS 
waiting times, getting young people into work, dealing with young offenders and a strong 
economy. He promised measurable change in health, education, crime, jobs and the 
economy. 

Labour must speak to voters’ priorities, and not expect that they will come behind ours. 
That does not mean that we cannot persuade – but to do so we need to start making the 
case for why change is needed now, not six weeks out from election day. 

 

Be specific about the NHS  

The public love the NHS. This was true before the virus. It will be even more true 
afterwards. People value their health and the health of loved ones. We are deeply 
committed to the provision of health care based on need and not on ability to pay, either 
because our lives depend on it or because we agree with the principle.  

In 2019, as much as they were promising to make the NHS and police services better in 
tangible ways because they knew that would be popular, the Tories were also heading off 
inevitable attacks. They have underfunded the NHS for a decade. They had cut 21,000 
police officers, cuts deep enough for people to see and feel, contributing to rising anxiety 
about pubic safety. 

To win public trust on the NHS Labour must offer more than just money. It must offer 
more than accusations that the Tories will underfund the service or sell it to the Americans. 
Voters don’t believe it. At every one of the last four elections Labour activists have pushed 
’24 hours to save the NHS’ leaflets through voters’ doors on polling day. They don’t believe 
it. They know that the NHS will still be there tomorrow. 

One area where Labour should make commitments is in the area of public health. The 
Conservatives have progressively cut funding for years, leaving many councils unable to 
provide more than the most basic services. In what seems like madness in light of the virus, 
spending on health at work was cut by 10%, obesity in adults by 4% and health check 
programmes by 5%. 

Spending through the public health grant is up to four times as cost-effective as NHS 
spending. Think that through for a moment: it means that pound for pound, we get four 
times as much health from public health functions in local government than we do from 
NHS spending. And yet the NHS budget is protected and prioritised and local government 
public health budget is cut. 

Labour must make commitments on the NHS and waiting times. It must make 
commitments that prove that we will be prepared for the next pandemic, that public health 
will be taken seriously and PPE stockpiled. Never again can we be the global outlier in 
pandemic deaths. 

 



 

Values  

The values divide is not going to go away. By 2024 it may still be focused on our 
relationship with the EU or it may have moved on to focus on another issue. Labour will 
still broadly appeal to those with socially liberal views where it will face competition from 
the Liberal Democrats, SNP and Greens. The Conservatives will seek to again consolidate 
the socially conservative vote, as they have done since they began to take UKIP seriously 
in 2015.  

The divide pre-dates Brexit; Labour’s poor showing in the 2015 General Election was in 
part down to social conservatives moving away from the party and both the 2017 and 
2019 elections saw Labour become even more dependent on the votes of social liberals.  

Whilst the Tories want to move away from the specific subject of Brexit it is in their 
interests to fan the flames of a wider “culture war” in order to further consolidate socially 
conservative votes. The bind for Labour is that it both needs to hold on to its values-based 
voters and to move the political ground back to more traditional debates about the role of 
government in ensuring fairness and social justice in order to win over a wider group of 
voters. 

The proportion of socially liberal voters is growing but does not yet represent a majority 
of seats. Labour cannot win without social liberals, but it also needs the support of other 
progressive voters 

The good news is that lower income voters who voted Leave in 2016 for £350m for the 
NHS and with a belief that Brexit would improve jobs and wages had by 2019 largely 
shifted to a Remain position, aware that Brexit was not the answer to their ills. They are 
motivated by personal or local concerns, particularly health, jobs and the local impact of 
violent crime. They live in traditional Labour heartlands and turnout to vote when they 
believe there is a reason to do so. 

 

Brexit 

Our relationship with the EU will still be an electoral issue in 2024. The country will have 
woken up to the fact that Brexit has created a border within the UK and increased costs 
for business. In the context of Covid-19 it is hard to know how many people will blame 
Brexit for their lost businesses and jobs, but a proportion will. The media may do an 
effective job of explaining this to the public.  

There will be significant minorities of the population who will only be satisfied by WTO 
rules or EU membership. The millions of Remain marchers – many of whom had never 
taken part in any political activism before – will not disappear overnight.  

Labour is unlikely to want to enter another general election with a referendum a talking 
point. Instead Labour should make the case for a close relationship sector by sector and 
issue by issue. The public will understand that close co-operation in health and pandemic 
preparedness is sensible. There are clear cases to argue for business growth, job security 



 

and wages, for reducing regional inequality and for the integrity of the union. It will find 
allies in business, the unions and the media as it does so. 

 

Black Lives Matter 

It is too early to be able to predict the political impact of the 2020 George Floyd / Black 
Lives Matter protests. Labour traditionally leads comfortably among BAME voters but as 
with any other voter group cannot and should not take this vote for granted.  

There is rightly a hunger for an end to institutional racism in the UK just as in the US. As 
things stand Labour has been far more surefooted in its response to the protests, with 
Sadiq Khan and Marvin Rees in particular striking the right balance with responses which 
have recognised the depth of protestors’ grievances yet have encouraged them to obey 
the law and maintain social distancing. Keir Starmer has refused to take Johnson’s bait and 
allow him to use the protests to rekindle the culture war, instead highlighting Government 
failure to implement the recommendations of the Windrush and Lammy reports.   

Yet Labour cannot be complacent. The Conservatives are not completely tone deaf on 
race; they have an ethnically diverse Cabinet for a reason. Johnson’s failure to understand 
or respond to the protests may not continue. His failure during the pandemic increases 
the likelihood that he will not lead the Conservatives into the 2024 election. Rishi Sunak 
or another fresh face could be a more effective opponent. Labour cannot rely on Johnson’s 
unpopularity being an issue in 2024.  

In policy terms, Labour should first listen to BAME communities. Removing statues has to 
be a beginning and not the end of our response, though it is to Labour’s credit that our 
councils are at the forefront of reviewing statues in their areas. Further police reform must 
be part of the picture. By making this a priority Labour can ensure that the protests result 
in real change. 

 

Post Covid-19 politics  

Once the dust has settled politics will be different in ways that we cannot now imagine. 
Issues including inequality, the low pay of key workers, standards and access to health 
equipment in care homes, the precariousness of much employment – not only for the low 
paid – have been highlighted. Labour has the opportunity now to capitalise on this 
awareness, to argue for systemic change and to propose a better, fairer way to run our 
economy and public services.  

None of this will happen by accident. The counter narrative will say that Government 
support during the crisis must be paid for by a new decade of hardship and austerity. It 
will say that regulations and safety standards should be cut to provide ‘flexibility’ for 
business. All this will be possible in our new post-Brexit world. 

Labour will win this argument if it swings big and proposes change that people believe will 
make a real difference to their lives 



 

 

 

The 2019 General Election took place at the tail end of a prolonged Brexit crisis where 
divisions between Remainers and Leavers had become increasingly entrenched. In the end 
the Tories won decisively because they were better able to consolidate the Leave vote 
behind them, whilst retaining sufficient numbers of their Remainers. Although Labour’s 
shift to backing a second referendum helped to avert a worse catastrophe, the Remain 
vote nevertheless split between Labour and the Lib Dems, SNP, Plaid Cymru and Greens, 
with Labour also losing just under half of our Leave voters. 

Yet concentrating solely on Brexit misses the wider picture and makes it more likely that 
Labour fails to learn the longer-term lessons of this and previous defeats. We must ask 
why so many Tory Remainers stuck with a government intent on pursuing an economically 
damaging version of Brexit, and why so many ex-Labour Leavers felt that such a right-
wing government spoke to their values and concerns more than Labour did. The 
unpopularity of Jeremy Corbyn was the largest factor, alongside a manifesto which 
contained some popular measures, but which overall came across as unaffordable, 
undeliverable and incoherent. There are also questions to be answered about the efficacy 
of Labour’s ground campaign in some areas. 

But at an even more fundamental level, Labour must recognise that Brexit was a symptom 
and not a cause of pre-existing divisions within Britain, divisions which we have not fully 
recognised or responded to. Undoubtedly the EU referendum exacerbated and 
weaponised those divisions, but they would still have existed if David Cameron had never 
called a referendum. Across the developing world, the split between voters with more 
liberal attitudes (who tend to be younger and have university degrees) and those with 
more socially conservative attitudes (who tend to be older and non-graduates) has become 
more pronounced. The 2015 election demonstrated that Labour was losing the support of 
more socially conservative voters, and was in serious trouble in its former heartland of 
Scotland. But the relative success of 2017 masked these underlying issues. 

In order to gain power again, Labour needs to understand and respond to these long term 
trends. We must not oversteer and end up alienating our Remainer, younger and more 
educated voter base. Doing so would simply split the anti-Tory vote even further, handing 
them a bigger majority in 2024, even on the back of a smaller Tory vote share. We must 
work out how to respond to voters’ desire for us to show credible leadership, to unite the 
Open / Remain voter base, and how to bridge across to more socially conservative voters. 
We must find a way back in Scotland, and win back the progressive mantle from the SNP. 
We must oppose the Hard Brexit deal that Boris Johnson seems intent on pursuing, which 
would be enormously damaging, particularly to the least well-off. We must oppose 
Johnson’s Brexit both to save livelihoods and businesses, and to shore up our Remainer 
voter base.  



 

The task for Labour’s new leader and their team is to provide credible, competent 
leadership which can bring together a coalition of different voters, who may come from 
across the Open / Closed divide but who share the same desire for a progressive and fairer 
society. Such a coalition can be built. Doing so will take courage, a clear understanding of 
why we have lost four elections in a row, and staying true to our values.  

As a final thought, it strikes the authors that we have spent little time discussing policy in 
this report. Based on the evidence available it was not policy that lost us the last four 
elections – it was a deeper sense among voters that we did not represent them, and that 
we did not offer a credible alternative government. This makes it all the more important 
that Labour’s new leadership get the fundamentals right – leadership, values and a clear 
statement of who we stand for. This is not because policies don’t matter to voters – indeed 
YouGov found that Johnson’s 50,000 more nurses policy was the most popular policy they 
had ever polled – but because to get a hearing for policies a party first needs to be trusted 
as a credible party of government. Working together we can be that party by 2024.  
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Labour for a European Future  
Labour for a European Future argues that Britain’s best future is in the EU under a Labour 

Government. In the last parliament, as Labour for a Public Vote, we campaigned for Labour 

to support a second referendum and a Remain position, believing that this policy was the 

best way to attract enough votes to keep and win Labour seats, and would result in the 

best outcomes for the communities and regions of Britain.  
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