
 
 
With reference to three general elections you have studied, evaluate the extent to 
which political parties can improve their electoral performance by changing their 
policies and party image. [30] 
 
In the swirl of political excitement that general election campaigns inevitably embody, punditry and 
analysis will often focus on the superficial rather than the substantial: how a leader is bidding for the 
political centre, or how they are managing the latest political gaffe. This is understandable but 
misguided. Meaningful improvements in electoral outcomes tend to be determined by the perceived 
governing competency of the incumbent. As we will see, this was certainly true in 1979 and 2010 
and, albeit to a lesser extent, in 1997. Whilst refining policy and image can matter – as it 
undoubtedly did for Blair – this is generally a secondary reason for improved electoral success. 
 
Margaret Thatcher in 1979 secured a majority primarily due to the perceived incompetence of Jim 
Callaghan’s government. He was blamed by voters for the ‘Winter of Discontent’ that swept the UK in 
late 1978 and early 1979. Inflation ran into the double figures and public sector workers, anxious that 
their wages keep pace, were regularly on strike to demand pay increases. The result crippled the British 
economy. Piles of uncollected rubbish blighted the streets, graves went undug, and all the while the 
Labour government looked impotent in the face of what appeared to be increasingly powerful and 
militant unions. The Conservatives exploited this weakness, highlighting Labour’s incompetence with their 
famous poster, ‘Labour isn’t working’. Similarly, a 1979 Conservative party political broadcast highlighted 
‘the crisis’ in Britain. It is clear, then, that the Tories sought to capitalise on the weakness of the 
incumbent Labour government. Of course, policies and party image may have had some role in the 
improved performance. Had Thatcher, who campaigned on a relatively moderate manifesto in 1979, been 
more explicit or open about the rightwards lurch that she intended for the country, Callaghan may have 
been more successful in his attempts to paint the Conservatives as a radical party unfit for office. 
However, this was not the case and, as such, it is more convincing to argue that the key reason for the 
improved performance in the 1979 election was the Labour government’s perceived incompetence. 
 
In 1997, Tony Blair was similarly able to exploit the weaknesses of the Major government. However, 
his rebranding of the party to New Labour is also the best example of how altering the image of a 
party can lead to improved electoral success. It is first important to note the problems Major faced. 
His party was hopelessly divided, particularly over Europe. Indeed, he had been caught declaring 
some of his cabinet colleagues ‘bastards’. Moreover, the Tories had been rocked by accusations of 
‘sleaze’, with MPs like Neil Hamilton and Tim Smith being caught in a ‘cash-for-questions’ scandal. To 
compound these problems, Major was leading a party exhausted from eighteen years in power. It is 
evident that the government in 1997 was fighting an election from a weak position. However, Blair’s 
reformation of the Labour Party was also critical his huge resounding success in the general election. 
He had rebranded the party to appeal to the middle class voter, promising, for instance, to not raise 
income taxes during the first two years in office. Symbolically, but nonetheless importantly, Blair had 
rewritten Clause IV, abandoning some of the party’s long-held commitment to socialism and making 
the party appear more pro-business. It is, on balance, almost certainly a combination of both the 
weakness of Major’s government and the modernised, centrist New Labour that allowed Blair to 
secure his huge 179 majority in 1997. 
 
Finally, 2010 provides a helpful insight into the limitations of how reshaping a party’s image can transform 
one’s electoral fortunes. Since coming to power in 2010, Cameron had sought to detoxify the Tories’ 
‘nasty party’ image. He promised a more tolerant approach on crime in his so-called ‘hug a hoodie’ 
speech and took seriously issues such as climate change, taking a trip to the Arctic to highlight his 
concern and changing the Conservatives logo in an act of symbolism. Cameron did improve the party’s 
performance considerably, with the party picking up 97 seats, but they failed to secure an outright 
majority, suggesting Cameron’s modernisation had not fully convinced some of the public. The Tories’ 
improved performance could also owe a good deal to the unpopularity and weakness of Brown’s 
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Labour government. Brown’s reputation for economic competence had come under harsh scrutiny 
as a result of presiding over the 2008 financial crisis. Moreover, like Major, his government was 
wrought with division: MPs like Geoff Hoon and Patricia Stewart had attempted to remove him as 
leader early in 2010, and Brown was only saved by the machinations of the newly-returned Lord 
Mandelson. Unlike Blair, Brown had never been directly elected and lacked the charisma of his 
predecessor. The depths of his popularity were perhaps best revealed by a poll during the 2010 
election that put the Labour Party third behind the Liberal Democrats and the Conservatives. These 
deep-seated problems, and the perception of a tired government worn out by power, undoubtedly 
would have also helped the Tories. It is worth, however, also highlighting the plight of the Liberal 
Democrats. Their image during the 2010 election was transformed by the television debates, with 
‘Cleggmania’ briefly sweeping the country following the leader’s impressive performance. To many 
voters it appeared that the Liberal Democrats genuinely offered a ‘new way’ of doing politics. Yet, 
despite polls projecting a strong showing, the party actually ended up losing seats, from 62 in 2005 
to 57 in 2010. This would seem to illustrate the limitations of transforming a party’s image or 
offering new policies. Overall, the Conservatives significant improvement most likely owes to a 
combination of Cameron’s modernisation project – after all, Blair was unpopular in 2005 following 
the Iraq War, but Michael Howard, unlike Cameron, failed to make any substantial inroads in Blair’s 
majority – and the Labour government’s unpopularity and incompetence. The Liberal Democrats’ 
relatively poor performance also highlights that cosmetic changes are not enough to transform 
electoral fortunes. 
 
In conclusion, it is clear that a party can improve its chances of doing well in general elections by 
refining its party image to better appeal to voters, normally those who occupy the ‘centre ground’ of 
British politics. Blair was certainly able to do this, as was Cameron, albeit to a lesser extent. 
However, in all the three elections analysed the more critical factor was the fact that the incumbent 
government was generally divided, unpopular and perceived by many to be incompetent on 
economic issues. Although it is obviously a combination of factors that determine the final outcome 
of elections, it is more compelling to argue that broader, underlying trends are the more likely factor 
in shaping how a party performs at a general election. 


