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SUMMARY

The next general election is fast approaching: if an election is held in spring
2023,then we are halfway through the parliament and ayear and half from
the start of the official campaign.

This paper examinesthe challenge facing the Labour party in that election. It
does so by painting a statistical picture of the 150non-Labour seatswhere
the party cameclosestto winning in the 2019election. With Labour needing
to gain 123seatsto have a majority of one, this is the pool of constituencies
which might become+ E E O lhtget Eeats.

Sincethere is a strong chanceof an election in the first nine months of 2023,
our analysis is basedon existing constituency boundaries. An election at a
later date will befought with new seatsbut the general pattern of results we
present will not change much: the job will just becomeallittle harder.

There are no shortcuts to a Labour government. Our analysis of the 150
potential target seatsshows the party must appeal to a very broad range of
people and win seatsacross the length and breadth of the country. Labour
cannots U GaBdEEID BHe electorate by seeking to prioritise any one
grouping of seats,whether that is the Red Wall, the Blue Wall, or any other
type of place.

In England and Wales, there are 125target seats

- They are mostly made up of towns and villages. Ninety -five of the 125
constituencies are made up of towns (or sometimesvillages), with many
of thesein the north, midlands and Wales and usually not adjacentto
core cities.

- They are adiverse group of seatsand often not s I R U UWeldoked at
where the target seatssit by looking at their distribution acrossfive
guintiles made up of all constituencies. For all the measureswe examine,
the target seatsrange widely in their characteristics.On some measures
the seatsare evenly distributed between five quintiles of seats;or are
clustered around the middle three quintiles. This is the casewith respect
to ethnicity, age,homeownership, and numbers of voters in C1
households.
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- On some measuresthe target seatsskew alittle in one direction.
Compared to the median seatin England and Wales, the target seats
tend to have fewer graduates, more voters in C2 and DE households,
more leave voters, lower house price inflation , and lower employment
growt h.

- Most are not formerly loyal Labour seats.Only 41 are seatsin England
and Wales that used to be loyally Labour and were lost in 2015,2017or
2019.More than half of the 125are seatsthat have not been consistently
held by Labour ¢ they have either moved between parties in recenttimes
or have never beenin Labour hands.

- More target seatshave been slipping away from Labour than have
been moving towards the party. Relative to + E E O Brglarid and
Wales vote sharein eachelection, more seatshave beenmoving away
from Labour than growing more supportive:, 79target seatshave a
lower relative vote sharein 2019compared to 2005,while only 46 have
seenthis relative vote shareincrease.There hasbeena large drop in
support, in seatswhere there are: fewer graduates, more Brexit
supporters, more svorking -classgDE households; and in placesthat have
experienced low house price inflation and low employment growth . A
smaller number of seatshave beenmoving at a slower pacetowards
Labour: theseare often seatsthe party hasnever or rarely won before;
they have more graduates, more remain supporters, fewer working -class
voters and are placeswith above average house price inflation and
employment growth .

In Scotland, there are 25target seats.They all saw an increasedvote for the
SNPin 2019and are seatsin the middle -ground of Scottish politics: they are
clustered around the Scottish median in the extent for their support for
remaining in the EU and for the SNP.

Looking forward, Labour should have four priorities:

1. Win over s U b bs@dtsand seatslast won in 2005.There are 51 seatsin
England and Wales in this group: 34 last voted Labour in 2005;17 have
switched more than once between the parties in the last five elections.
Together they make up a major, and recently overlooked, group of
constituencies.

2. Reversethe decline in formerly loyal seats There are 41 seatsin
England and Wales that were formerly loyal to Labour. While the
majorities tend to be smaller, they have beenmoving away from Labour
for sometime and this could be challenging to reverse.
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3. Win back seatsin Scotland. The opinion polls show a country still split
on independence but with alittle appetite for an immediate
referendum. A large percentage of Scotswant to seestronger
cooperation between Scotland and the rest of the UK. Labour needsto
demonstrate it is the party that canbuild a strong partnership between
the nations, with avision for a progressive Britain that devolves power
away from Westminster and into the nations and regions.

4. Exploit smaller, slower-moving demographic changesin previous s G O
T Oageas Thirty -three seatsthat are within reach, have never or rarely
voted Labour (ie 2001at the most recent), though many of thesehave
substantial majorities to overcome. Winning afew extra seatsby
capitalising on demographic changeswould be the icing on the cake,
but seatslike this are too few in number to put Labour in range of
minority government, let alone a majority.
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FIGURE 1: SUMMARY OF L A B O U RARSET SEATS (ENGLAND
AND WALEYS)
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FIGURE 2: SUMMARY OF L A B OU RARSET SEATS
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INTRODUCTION

We could be halfway through this parliament if an election is called in the
first half of 2023,assome now expect. For Labour to win that election, the
party hasa mountain to climb.

This paper looks forward to that next election and facesup to that challenge,
by seeking to understand the placeswhere Labour needsto win. To win a
majority of one the party needsto gain 123seatsover its disastrous 2019
result. For this reason,the Fabian Society has examined a pool of 150
potential target seatswhere Labour needsto competet diverse placeswith
diverse politics and diverse voters.

Thesel50seatswe have chosenare the oneswhere, in 2019,Labour came
closestto the winning party in terms of share of the vote.! When it comesto
selecting seatsto target, the result in 2019should not be the only criterion.
But this is a sensible starting point and any setof target seatswill look very
similar to the oneswe have here.

Our analysis is basedon existing constituencies, on the assumption that an
election is most likely in 2023.New constituency boundaries will take effect
in late 2023and overall theseare likely to make + E E O {pb/lraider: one
projection suggestsLabour would enter a 2024election notionally holding
194 0f the new constituencies, meaning it would needto gain 132seatsto
win. i However, in terms of the profile of the placesthe party would needto
gain, the picture we present here basedon existing seatswould changelittle.

This paper focuseson some of the characteristics of constituenciesthat we
know are most politically important. As we describetheseseats,it is
important not to reduce them to simple caricatures basedon the dominant
group within them ¢ all types of voter are presentin all types of
constituency, and just because one group is well represented within a place,
that E O1 Un@anthey will necessarily be politically decisive. But it does
give arough idea of the direction Labour will needto take to stand a chance
of winning enough seatsto form the next government. The Scottish
challenge is the subjectof its own sectiont it has beenwritten in conjunction
with the Scottish Fabians, who have published their own report to
complement this one.
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1. Electoral history (GB)

Context

The way a seathas voted in the pastis a good sign of which way it will
vote in future. Recentcommentary hasfocused mainly on former Red Wall
seatsthat used to beloyally Labour, in the North, Midlands and Wales,
Recently there has also beentalk of a Blue Wall - longstanding Conservative
seats that have moved away from the party in recentelections. Commentary
sincethe 2019¢lection has paid lessattention to swing seatsor seatsLabour
last won in 2005.

Analysis

Labour must win seatswith very different political histories ¢ from
constituencies Labour has never won, to seatsthat were loyally Labour until
2017and 2019. Figure 3 below summarises the political history of the 150
seats.

FIGURE 3: L A B OU RB®OJARGET SEATS

Electoral
history Description No. of seats
Former Seats lost in 2015, 2017 or 2019 that had usually been in Labour
loval La};Jour hands for decades (though we & vneluded 2 seats that voted 41
Y Lib Dem in 2010)
Swing seat Seats that changed hands between Labour and Conservatives 17
9 over the 2010, 2015 and 2017 elections
Not Labour Seats last held by Labour in 2005 that the party lost when it left 34
since 2005 office in 2010
Rarely or Seats never held by Labour or last won by the party in 2001 33
never Labour
England and
Wales 125
Scotland The 25 Scottish seats where Labour ismost competitive. All were 25
held by Labour prior to 2015.
Great Britain 150
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Most of the formerly loyal Labour and swing seatsare concentrated in the
North, the Midlands, Scotland and Wales, as Figure 4 below shows. Seats
last won in 2005,0r never/rarely won, tend to be spread fairly evenly around
England and Wales.

FIGURE 4: DISTRIBUTION OF L A B OU RS0JARGET SEATS

[l Formerly loyal Labour [l Last won in 2005 [l Rarely or never Labour [ Scotland [l Swing

Created with Datawrapper
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Figures 5 and 6 below show the challenge ahead for Labour:

- Within eachof these groups of seats,some are more marginal than
others. As figure 5 shows, many are currently along way from voting
Labour, requiring alocal electoral swing of 10 percentage points or
more. The groups with the most winnable constituencies on average are
swing seatsand formerly loyal Labour seats.The most challenging
groups are those rarely or never held, and the Scottish seats,followed by
those last won in 2005.But even thesegroups have somes O Gdnging
i UUPUZ 6

- No one group of seatscombines the sizeand s b B O O E Fehubddd Uax z
Labour to gain power. Figure 6 shows that for eachnotch of progress
Labour needsto make, there are seatsto be targeted acrossall the types
of constituency. A huge diversity of seatswill be needed for Labour to
do well enough to either form a government or win an overall majority.

To make progress, the party needsto reverse changesin voting patterns
which have beenunderway for more than a decade.Figures 7 and 8 look at
+ E E O parfgridance in recent elections in different groups of seats,
compared to its overall nationwi de performance in the sameyear.

-+ E E O Watlezhlls become increasingly concentrated in the seatsit held
in 2019 Figure 7 shows how, collectively, the 150seatshave drifted

slightly away from Labour since 2010when comparedtothex EUUa z U

national vote share;while the x E U Watezsblarein seatsit held in 2019
hasincreased. As well asseekingto increaseits national vote share,
Labour will find it much easierto win if it canreversethis trend and
advance more in the 150target seatsthan acrossthe country at large. i

- There has been a huge slump in the Scottish target seatsin 2015,and a
more gradual but significant decline in formerly loyal Labour seats
since 2005.Figure 8 looks within the group of 150and shows their
different trajectories by their electoral history. More positively, swing
seatsand seatsnever or rarely won have on average have trended
gradually towards Labour since 2010,comparedtothex EU U & z U
nationwide performance.

This data on trajectory needsto be taken into accountwhen thinking about
which seatsto prioritise. Constituencies that have beenmoving towards
Labour, relative to nationwide performance, could be more winnable than
their 2019result would suggest. This meansthat some of the seatslast won
in 20050r never or rarely won may be more obtainable than they first
appear. Conversely, it might be harder than it appearsto win seatsthat have
beenslipping away.
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FIGURE 5: REQUIRED SWING IN TARGET SEATS GROUPED BY
ELECTORAL HISTORY
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FIGURE 6: TARGET SEATS BY REQUIRED SWING AND
ELECTORAL HISTORY
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FIGURE 7: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN DIFFERENT TYPES OF
SEAT, COMPARED TO NATIONAL LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN
EACH YEAR (1)
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FIGURE 8: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN DIFFERENT TYPES OF
SEAT, COMPARED TO NATIONAL LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN
EACH YEAR (2)
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2. Region and nation (GB)

Context

Labour has traditionally been strongest in London, the North, Wales and
Scotland. Seatsin theseregions and nations have formed the bedrock of
+ E E O padianentary party. But in 2019,Labour is far weaker than in

2005:in the North, the number of Labour seatswon was 127in 2005but only

88in 2019;in the Midlands, seatswon fell from 63to 23;and in Wales from
30to 22.In Scotland, + E E O Wdiezcdllapsed in 2015,and the number of
Labour MPs fell from 41to 1 (seesection 3). Someof theseseatsdid come
back to Labour temporarily in 2017however.

Analysis

+ E E O lihthet Beatsare mostly in Scotland, the North, the Midlands
and Wales. 47 are in the North (23in the North West alone), 25are in
Scotland, 24 in the Midlands, and 15in Wales. Just39 of the 150are in
southern England including London and the Eastof England, despite
theseregions making up 270seatsoverall.

- There is adisproportionate number of target seatsin Wales ¢ 15Welsh
seatsare now Labour targets, making up 38 per centof 6 E O Itotakzseats.

-+ E E O pasfgridance in the target seatshas been improving, relative
to the national picture, in southern England (and alittle in Wales). It
has beendeclining in the West Midlands and North Eastt and
dramatically soin Scotland.

- Ultra-marginals and more challenging seatsare spread evenly across
the country. The North West and Wales have the most s O éénging
[IRVAVES NS¢

FABIAN SOCIETY

11



FIGURE 9: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN TARGET SEATS, IN

DIFFERENT NATIONS AND REGIONS, COMPARED TO NATIONAL

LABOUR VOTE SHARE FOR EACH YEAR
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FIGURE 10: TARGET SEATS BY REQUIRED SWING AND
NATION/REGION
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3. Scotland

Context

Scotland has been a cornerstone of all Labour majorities in the past, but in
2015Labour was all but wiped out asa political force in Scotland, retaining
only one seatand losing 40.With 25of the x E U Uadiget Seatslocated in
Scotland, making progress north of the border is essentialif Labour is to
form amajority government. It is important not to view avote for the SNP
asa proxy vote on independence. Polling suggeststhat 40 per cent of Scots
are not strongly pro-independence or pro-union and that the leadership of
Nicola Sturgeon, and the vision represented by the SNP, attracted many of
thesevoters in both 2019and 2021 This is the group Labour must target to
find people who might consider shifting their vote from the SNP to a Labour
party that is pro-devolution, proudly Scottishand seemscapable of winning
at Westminster (thesevoters are lesslikely to support the stridently pro-
Union Conservatives).

Analysis

-+ E E O &Bebitidh target seatstypically have higher majorities to
overturn than target constituencies in England and Wales. All are held
by the SNP, and their median majority is 16 per cent, ranging from 3 per
cent (Kirkcaldy and Cowdenbeath) to 25 per cent (Livingston).

- The target seatsare centred on 2 E O U O EpQlifichl zmiddle ground ¢
preferring remain to leave, marginally opposed to independencein 2014
but now supporting the SNP.

- The party needsto addressthe legacy of the independence referendum
and win SNP voters. It is impossible to win most of + E E O Sdottish
target seatswi thout winning voters directly from the SNP. But only
three of the target seatshave alarger majority of votes for pro-
independence parties than for pro-union parties in the 2019election.
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FIGURE 11: SCOTLAND CONSTITUENCIES BY EXTENT OF
SUPPORT FOR REMAINING IN THE EU AND SNP VOTE SHARE IN
2019 (LINES CROSS AT MEDIAN)
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4. City, town and village (E&W)

Context

Constituencies made up of towns have long been key electoral
battlegrounds. Historically, Labour hasdominated in major cities and post-
industrial towns, in London and the North and Wales, while the
Conservatives have held rural areas,particularly in the south. At the 2015,
2017and 2019elections, many of the seatswhich fell to the Conservatives
were also towns.

Analysis

+ E E O 25Ergland and Wales target seatsare concentrated outside
of cities: v 95 comprise towns outside conurbations, towns within
conurbations, or villages and smaller communities. 30 are core city or
s OUE D Beats.v

- Most of non-city target seatsare not recently lost, formerly loyal
Labour seats only 34 of the 95 non-city seatswere lost between 2015and
2019;14 are swing seats,24 were last won in 2005and 23 have never or
rarely beenwon.

- 68of the target seatsare in towns that are not part of wider
conurbations , with 52 of thesein the North, Midlands and Wales ¢
placessuch as Darlington or Wrexham.

-+ E E O pésfgridance has declined relative to its national results in
most of the 68target constituencies made up of towns outside
conurbations . In the 10town constituencies that are part of
conurbations, changesin Labour vote have mirrored the national
average.
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FIGURE 12: TARGET SEATS (BY CITY/TOWN/VILLAGE)
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FIGURE 13: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN DIFFERENT TYPES OF
SEAT, COMPARED TO NATIONAL LABOUR VOTE SHARE FOR
EACH YEAR (BY CITY/TOWN/VILLAGE)
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5. Age (E&W)

Context

In England and Wales, younger voters currently tend to vote Labour and
older voters overwhelmingly vote Conservative. The youngest voters have
tended to vote Labour since at least 1992,but Labour has at times won more
older voters + mot recently in 2010.A stark crossover pattern for age
emerged in 2015,and widened in 2017and then again in 2019Yi In 2017the
crossoverpoint ¢ the age at which more of a cohort voted Conservative than
Labour + was 47Yii |n 2019this dropped to age 39. Sixty-seven per cent of
those aged 70+voted Conservative in 2019,and only 14 per cent voted
Labour.

Analysis

- Labour mostly needsto win places that are neither extremely old nor
extremely young. Most target seatsare in the middle in terms of age
profile. Figure 14 shows that 94 of the 125target seatsin England and
Wales are in the middle three-fifths when it comesto their percentage of
residents over 50. Only afew target seatsare either extremely young or
extremely old.

- This contrasts with the seatsLabour currently holds. Half of + EEOU Uz U
existing seatsare in the fifth of constituencies with fewest older people.
This includes seatssuch as Sheffield Central, Manchester Central and
Liverpool Riverside, where 40to 50 per cent of the adult population is
aged 18to 30.Only 10per centof + E E O lthtget Eeatsare in this
quintile.
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FIGURE 14: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF POPULATION
AGED 50+
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FIGURE 15: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN TARGET SEATS IN EACH
QUINTILE, COMPARED TO NATIONAL LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN
THE SAME YEAR
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6. Education level (E&W)

Context

Current Labour voters tend to have a higher level of formal qualification.
Even if we factor in ax 1 U U y®,théte appearsto be something about
degree-level education which influences x I O x @dwg, Particularly around
national identity, immigration, the EU and diversity .x x The link between
education and politics haschanged dramatically over the last 50years:the
population asawhole has becomemuch more educated; and lower
educated voters are now more likely to vote Conservative than Labour ¥ In
2019,71 per cent of the voterswho voted Conservative for the first time did
not have a degree-level qualification, compared to 61 per cent of the
population asa whole.xi

Analysis

- Labour mainly needsto win in places with low and middling numbers
of graduates. Sixty of the 125target seatsin England and Wales are in
the two -fifths of constituencieswith the fewest graduates (figure 16). At
the moment, the party doesbestin placeswith very high or very low
proportions of graduates.

- Target seatswith fewest graduates have been trending away from
Labour ¢ placeslike Bolsover and Ashfield. Seatswith the most
graduates have moved toward the party, but there are fewer of them ¢
35in the top two quintiles for numbers of graduates compared to 60in
the bottom two quintiles.

FABIAN SOCIETY
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FIGURE 16: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF GRADUATES

30%

25%

a 20%
=1
B
o

S 15%
c
g

< 10%

5%

0%

1 - Most NVQ4+ 5 - Fewest
qudlified NVQ4+ qudlified
m Conservative ® Labour ® Winning 150 target

FIGURE 17: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN TARGET SEATS IN EACH
QUINTILE, COMPARED TO NATIONAL LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN

THE SAME YEAR
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7. Social grade (E&W)

Context

Both major parties are cross-class coalitions ¢ and they always have been.
There have always beena significant number of working -classTories:

+ E E O Yuppot) basewas once overwhelmingly working -class;but the
working classdid not all support Labour.*i Classis complex, but here we
usethe NRS/MRS social grade classification, a household measure derived
from the occupation or former occupation of the household member with
the highest income. In recentyears, the s b O U GEBOE{OADE) group has
declined in size and has also shifted significantly toward the Conservatives,
especially in 20194 But this obscuresdifferences within this group. It is
important to discussthe large C1 and C2 groups, which tend to be decisive
in elections.

Analysis

- The seatsLabour currently holds tend to have high numbers of DE
households, but not C2 households. Two-thirds of Labour 2019seats
are in the two -fifths of seatswith most DE voters. But the C2 group,
often paired with DE, shows a very different political distributi on ¢ 60
per centof + E E O Bdatsalk in the two quintiles with the lowest share
of C2 voters. This shows that placeswith the most skilled/upper working
classhouseholds skew away from Labour, while placeswith more lower
skilled/lower working class unemployed and stat pensioner households
skew toward the party.

-+ E E O liathet Beatstend to skew away from AB, slightly toward DE
and C2, and are highly varied in their proportion of voters in C1
households . Figures 18-21 below show the different distributi ons.
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FIGURE 18: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF AB HOUSEHOLDS
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FIGURE 19: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF C1 HOUSEHOLDS
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FIGURE 20: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF C2 HOUSEHOLDS
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FIGURE 21: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF DE HOUSEHOLDS
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8. Housing tenure (E&W)

Context

Historically, the Conservatives have done best among homeowners, and
Labour among social and private renters. This pattern broadly remains but
society has slowly changed over the last 50years:the number of owner
occupiers hasincreasedwhile social renting hasdecreased® In 2019,a small
but significant proportion of social renters voted Conservative for the first
time, although first-time Conservative voters were disproporti onately
homeowners. i xii

Analysis:

- The seatsLabour needsto win are mainly in the middle with respectto
the number of homeowners. In contrast, the seatsLabour currently
holds have avery high skew towards placeswith few homeowners. 80
per cent of Labour seatsare in the two -fifths of constituencies with least
home owners (figure 22).

-+ E E O thtyet Beatsare mainly around two -thirds owner occupier .
Formerly loyal Labour seatstend to have higher concentrations of social
housing (21 per cent) while those not won since 2001have lower
concentrations (15 per cent).

- The target seatswith low levels of homeownership have been moving
away from Labour, eventhough most of the x E U Wurrent seatsalso
have low homeownership. In the 12target constituenciesin the bottom
fifth of seatsfor homeownership, + E E O Uditzgshare has plummeted in
recentelectionst placeslike West Bromwich West, or Wolverh ampton
North East.

- Some target seatswith relatively high homeownership have recently
moved slightly toward the party. The 50target seatsin the top two
quintiles for homeownership becamemore favourable for the party
between 2017and 2019.
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FIGURE 22: CONSTITUENCIES BY SHARE OF OWNER
OCCUPIERS

FIGURE 23: LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN TARGET SEATS IN EACH
QUINTILE, COMPARED TO NATIONAL LABOUR VOTE SHARE IN
THE SAME YEAR
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